STER STALL 


Prologue 


The spray from the shower head drummed incessantly 
on Rocky’s head. He didn’t mind it; in fact, he welcomed — 
it. It made him oblivious to everything, even to Apollo 
Creed standing in the next shower cubicle. It was finally 
over. He had paid his debt to Apollo. They had had their 
rematch and now they were even. There had been no 
loser, no winner, just two friends, tired and contented. 
Rocky turned his head and a blast of water stung his red, 
swollen left eye. He winced in pain. It snapped him out 
of his mindless reverie. He was glad that Apollo hadn't 
been able to see the wince, but he would have understood 
it. Pain was a part of their lives. Pain was a part of boxing. 
Boxing. Boxing. It all came back to boxing. For better 
or for worse he felt he had gone through most of his life 
with boxing gloves on. It had made for tenuous handholds. 
The water continued to soothe him, lulling him into a 
sleeplike trance. The sound of the cascading water 
increased to a roar. 


The crowd roared as the bell rang to signal the end of 
the round. Clubber continued to pound Rocky. The ref- 
eree bulled his way in and separated the two fighters. The 
cheers and boos of the crowd became a continuous elec- 
trical humming in the back of Rocky’s head. 

He walked wearily to his corner. 
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Apollo angrily grabbed Rocky by the shoulders. 

“What the hell are you doing?” 

“T know what I’m doing.” 

“If you stand toe-to-toe with him, you’ve lost, under- 
stand? He’s too strong. He’ll kill you. Box him damn it!” 
Apollo said tensely, pushing Rocky down on the stool. 

“He’s getting tired,” Rocky said stoically. : 

Donut, Clubber’s manager, wiped his fighter’s face off. 
A small trickle of blood still oozed from the nose, but it 
was nothing serious. The eyes were still undamaged. 

“Don’t go wastin’ ya punches. He’s got nothin’ left,” 
Donut encouraged. : 

“Nothin’!” Clubber growled, his eyes glaring acrass 
the ring at Rocky. 

“You're the champ. You take him out this round!” 

“He’s mine,” Clubber said ominously. “He’s mine.” 

Apollo paced angrily in front of Rocky. 

“Tf you trade with him, he’! kill you—just keep moving 
side to side and using the left lead. You’ve got to try! 
Hey, you came here to win this fight—win it! Eye of the 

-tiger, damn it! Eye of the tiger!” 

The buzzer sounded. Rocky stood. 

Adrian watched him, horrified yet spellbound. 

Clubber loomed in his corner like an immense tower. 

“Wear him down,” Donut yelled. ““He’s all ours.” 

The bell rang. 

Round three. 

“Here we are in the third seand of this already incred- 
ibly grueling contest that should logically never have gone 
beyond round two. The bell sounds and Clubber rushes 
to continue his ruthless body attack on the former cham- 
pion,” the commentator yelled into the microphone, his 
face turning pink from exertion. He felt himself wearing 
down like the fighters in the ring. 

Clubber exploded out of his corner, intent on finishing 
Rocky for good. Rocky backpedaled, diffusing the attack, 
even countering with some jabs that successfully kept 
Clubber at bay. 

“Five quick jabs in Clubber’s face. The champion 
brushes them aside and chases Balboa down. Oh, a solid 
hook drives Rocky into his own corner—this could be all 
she wrote,” the commentator continued. 
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Rocky huddled in his corner as Clubber unleashed a 
barrage of devastating blows. Rocky felt like a ship being 
pounded in a storm. Every way he turned he was pum- 
meled. There was no safe harbor in this ring. 

“It’s all over now. The champion is landing blows at 
will. This fight could be over—No! Balboa slips and blocks. 
Triple hooks by Balboa have stunned the champion. Here 
comes Rocky!” 

Rocky blocked two powerful rights and landed a beau- 
tiful series of hooks on Clubber’s head. The blood from 
the cuts around Rocky’s eyes was tinting his world pink, 
an almost-peaceful, rosy hue. Clubber stumbled back, 
jarred and shaken. Rocky jumped forward, connecting 
with a rapid series of body punches. Clubber continued 
to back up, suddenly i in trouble. Rocky stalked him, con- 
tinually ripping and tearing at his body. poe S gloves 
were a brown blur. 

Hysteria swept over the crowd. 

Adrian was on her feet, chanting “Rocky! Rocky!” 

Now it was Rocky’s turn. He blasted Clubber’s body 
with hooks alternated with combinations to the head. 
Clubber was in agony. His arms had lost all feeling. One 

of his ribs felt broken. But he would not go down. He 
was a champion! 

A tremendous right drove Clubber into the ropes. 

Paulie jumped up and down in Rocky’ s corner, pulling 
at his hat and chewing his forgotten cigar. 

“Break his head! Break everything!” 

The commentator leaned forward expectantly. “Rocky 
is back, burying his fist in Lang’s face, then switching to 
caving in the champion’ s ribs. An incredible comeback. 
No, wait—Rocky is hurt!” ; 

Clubber ducked under an arching left and ripped an 
uppercut to the liver that paralyzed Rocky’s body. It was 
the most exquisite pain Rocky had ever felt. His body 
seemed to melt into slow motion. Clubber waded in and 
mutilated Rocky with pile-driving head and body shots 
and then drove him across the ring in a complete reverse 
of the previous action. It looked hopeless for Rocky. 

The crowd was standing now, chanting “Rocky! 
Rocky!” The sound swept through the arena like a mantra. 

Adrian stood, too, but her eyes were closed and she 
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was silent. She was praying. 

Paulie pounded the canvas with his fist. “Go after him! 
Tear him up!” 

Suddenly Rocky cut loose with a flurry of hooks that 
caught the champion by surprise and sent him reeling 
against the. ropes. Rocky moved to the center of the ring. 
Gesturing with his gloves, he defiantly urged Clubber to 
come and get him. A terrible smile slashed Rocky’s face 
as he continued the motion. 

“C’mon, c’mon,” he yelled at Clubber. . 

The crowd went wild at the sight of the challenge. 

“Took at that!” the commentator urged. “Balboa is 
challenging the champion to come ahead. I can’t believe 
ee 

Paulie leaned down by the commentator. “Believe it,” 
he said. Then he turned his attention back to the ring and 
yelled, “Get him, Rocko!” 

Clubber came off the ropes and waded into Rocky. 
They stood toe-to-toe, hurling long-armed bombs at each 
other from point-blank range. Neither man attempted to 
duck a blow. They were just too tired. 

“Balboa with a combination-——reply to the head by the 
champion—it’s trench warfare—the old Rocky is back. 
Oh, the champion is hurt! He is being demolished!” 

It was like the old days for Rocky. All thought of style 
was gone from his head. He didn’t feel the blows that 
landed on him. He concentrated on his old style of bruis- 
ing infighting. Clubber was being damaged. His hands 
were slowly being forced down from his face. Finally, 
Rocky saw an opening and fired a scathing volley of accu- 
rate punches to Clubber’s head. The champion staggered 
backwards. He couldn’t regain his balance. Rocky pum- 
meled him into a corner. 

“Let it loose! Let it loose!” Apollo screamed. 

Rocky pulled out all the stops. He tattooed his oppo- 
nent with three hooks to the body, three rights to the 
head. Clubber swayed like a building on the brink of col- 
lapse. Rocky whipped a murderous right hook. The build- 
ing crashed; Clubber toppled sideways. 

Rocky leapt to a neutral corner; the referee began his 
count over the prostrate champion. 

The crowd rocked the arena with deafening cheers. 
People turned and hugged one another. 
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Adrian locked at Rae He was staring at her, his 
___ eyes wild as an animal’s in the heat of battle. ; 
“Get up! Get up!” Donut yelled in a frenzy from Club-; 
ber’s corner. 

But Clubber didn’t even know which way was up. His 
‘body felt as if it were made of jelly instead of muscle. 
Apollo and Paulie were in suspended animation watch- - 
ing the referee’s count. 
el “Six. Seven. Eight. Nine. Ten! You’re out!” 

h The arena exploded like midnight on New Year’s Eve. 

_ People swarmed wildly into the aisles, jumping and danc- 
ing. There was so much paper flying through the air it 
looked like a ticker tape parade. The ring was flooded by 
reporters and well-wishers. 

Rocky leapt into the air and landed in Apollo’s embrace. 

“You did it, man! You’ve got nothing to prove to 
nobody! Nothing!” Apollo cried as he hugged Rocky. 

The ring announcer was shouting to make himself heard 
above the general din. “Winner by a knockout, in one of 
the most incredible comebacks in boxing history.” 

_ Adrian was suddenly in Rocky’s arms, smothering him 
with kisses. He didn’t know how she had managed to 
fight her way through the crowd, but he didn’t care. All 
he wanted to do was kiss her and hold her. 

“It’s all over,” Rocky whispered to her. 

“How do you feel?” she asked, looking at his battered 
face. 

“And once again the heavyweight champion of the 
world, the pride of Philadelphia, Rocky Balboa!” 

“Never better. Never better,” Rocky murmured as he 
kissed her again and again. 


But it hadn’t been completely over. There was still the 
favor to Apollo. 
The water from the shower collected around his feet 

_ and swirled down the rusty drain. Rocky heard Apollo 
turn off the shower in the cubicle beside him. - 

' The favor. In all the time Rocky had known Apollo 
Creed he had never completely understood him. He had 
been in awe of him, marveled at him, fought him, been 
beaten by him, beaten him, but never understood him. 

_ There was only one Apollo. He was complex and unique. 
The favor was not really a surprise because anything that 
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comes from a surprising person is bound to be unusual. 

They met at Goldmill’s gym. It had been closed since 
Mickey’s death. The gym was still, tomblike. Its inhab- 
itants had unhappily dispersed to other gyms around the 
city, but they weren’t the same. There was only one Gold- 
mill’s. The dreams of sweat and blood that lingered in the 
gathering dust of the gym were not transferable. 

The old, dented locker doors slammed shut as Rocky 
and Apollo finished putting on their boxing outfits. 

“Y’know, I can’t believe you’re doing this,” Rocky said 
as they headed out of the locker room. 

“We made a deal,” Apollo replied. 

“Yeah, but this is extremely crazy.” 

“Yeah, mentally irregular,” Apollo agreed. 

They walked through the deserted gym to the well- 
worn ring. A shaft of moonlight shone down through the 
skylight, illuminating the ring. a 

Rocky could almost hear the heavy breathing of phan- 
tom boxers as they struggled with jump ropes, speed bags, 
and medicine balls. 

“But it makes all the sense it needs to make,” Apollo 
stated. “You owe me a favor, right?” 

“Yeah. When’d you think of this?” 

“About three years ago.” 

“This is crazy.” | , 

“The last time we met you were lucky, you beat me 
by one second. Now, that is hard for a man of my intel- 
ligence to handle.” : 

“But didn’t you say you’d learned to be happy after 
losing te me?” 

Apollo’s smile was wide and mischievous. “I lied.” 

Rocky nodded his head, understanding. “So you just 
gotta know for yourself.” 

“Just for myself,” Apollo repeated. 

Rocky jumped up on the ring canvas, then reached 
down a helping hand and pulled Apollo up. 

“Go slow. You’re not as young as springtime no more,” 
Rocky warned. _ deg 

“Young enough to whip your butt.” ee 

“How can you win? You taught me all your tricks.” 

Apollo laughed. “Not everything.” 

Rocky smiled. He felt as good as he had the first time 
he’d put on a pair of gloves years ago. : 
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, | want you to remember that 
great, but I’m a great fighter. Ready?” 
_ “Absolutely.” ae ae Ms : 
_ They moved to the center of the ring and began circling. 
_ All over the country kids were picking up baseball 
sloves, adjusting shoulder pads, putting on boxing gloves, 
getting set to run out the kitchen door in pursuit of excite- 
ment, challenges, and victories. : 

_ “Too bad we gotta get old, Stallion.” 

_ “Just keep punching,” Rocky said. here 
_ They moved toward each other smiling, their arms _ 
cocked and ready. Simultaneously, each unleashed a dev- 
astating punch that rocked the other’s head. 
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you might fight 
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_ Rocky and Apolio left Goldmill’s gym. The Philadel- _ 
phia night was clear and crisp, crisp enough for them to — 
feel chilled from their recent showers. Rocky’s eye was 
getting redder by the minute, while one of Apollo’s eyes 
was beginning to puff up like a biscuit in the oven. They 
looked proudly at each other’s wounds. It had been a 
good workout for both of them. : : 
_ “Ah! Almost-fresh air!” Apollo sighed. eee a 
Bi Rocky, almost as a reflex from his youth, quickly sur- _ 
veyed the street. To his surprise, he saw Duke leaning _ 
against Apoilo’s exotic white Rolls Royce. : 
_ “Almost,” Rocky said, then he yelled toward the car. 
“Hey, Duke!” — | 7 : 

_ “How you doing, Champ?” Duke asked, waving non- 
c halantly. : 

_ “Fine, fine. What’re you doing out here?” 

_ “Guarding the property,” Duke answered, patting the 
highly polished car. ae 

_ “Bad neighborhood. Answer one thing,” Apollo 
requested. “Do you have a hammer in your glove?” 

_ “T was gonna ask you the same thing,” Rocky answered. 
pollo gave Rocky’s eye a closer inspection and broke 
a big smile. : 

That hurt you as much as mine hurts me?” 
“Absolutely!” Rocky assured him. : 
hat makes me feel a whole lot better. Y’know, I think 
it’s about time we stop damaging each other.” __ | 
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‘or a moment they just looked at each other, unable 
- o | 
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to find the words to express their thoughts. Their lives 
had been interwoven for years. Together they had expe- 
rienced highs and lows that nobody else could understand. 
They were champions, members of a very exclusive club. 
The silent pause continued until they both started feeling 
uncomfortable. Finally, Rocky reached out and shook 
Apollo’s hand. 

“Hey, Apollo, | wanna say thanks for everything you 
did. And to me you’ll always be the best.” 

“Well...” Apollo stammered. For once the man who 
had bamboozled audiences with his magic spiel had to 
struggle for words. “I’m gonna miss it and I’m gonna miss 


~ you.” 


They both felt weary, Gpiced Not because of the 
words, but because they sensed that their world had irre- 
futably changed. |. 

Rocky suddenly smiled as he stared at Apollo. 

“What’s funny, Stallion?” 

“Nothing much, | just never saw you wearing a hat.” 

“A hat gives a man’s head class. And keeps his brain 
warm.” Apollo took the hat off and tossed i it to Rocky. 
“Maybe you should try it.” 

Rocky put the hat on, adjusting it this way and that 
until he was satisfied. He looked at Apollo for approval. 


“What do you think?” 


“Very Italian. Well, we gotta be going before we get 
mugged out here,” Apollo said, laughing. 

“Where you going?” Rocky ‘asked. 

“I don’t know,” Apollo said, more to himself than to 
Rocky. “Somewhere peaceful. The world’s getting to be 
a violent place, Stallion.” 

His smile was slow and sad as he waved at Rocky and 
headed toward his car. Rocky watched his receding figure, 
sensing the end of a boxing era. It was hard for him to 
imagine Apollo being content as an ex-celebrity. 

Duke started the engine. Apollo got in and the car 
pulled away from the curb. Soon the red taillights van- 
ished in the night. 

Rocky turned to take a last look at Goldmill’s. It was 


appropriate that it end here where it had all started. Rocky 


had been fifteen years old when he first entered the butld- 


ing. Mickey had sowed over his cigar at him and asked 


his name. 
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Chapter 1 


Adrian counted to herself as she sank the last candles 
into the thick chocolate frosting of the huge birthday cake. 
Thirty-six, thirty-seven, thirty-eight, thirty-nine, forty. 
Done. Her fingers were cramping slightly and she mas- 
saged them as she surveyed her work. The candles almost 
obliterated the “Happy Birthday Paulie” on the cake. She 
wondered if she should have used just one symbolic can- 
dle, but quickly dismissed the thought because she real- 
ized the value Paulie put on quantity over quality. Besides, 
it was quite an accomplishment for Paulie to have reached 
forty. There were a lot of people who would have bet 
against it. 

Rocky Junior rushed through the kitchen door, a port- 
able movie camera with a sun gun on top of it bobbling 
in his hands. 

“Stop running and be careful with that camera,’ ’ Adrian 
warned. “It’s not a toy. Your father’s told you that. 

“Where is Dad?” the boy inquired. “Why i isn’t he here 
now?” 

“He’s on his way.” 

“From where?” 

“Somewhere. Now leave me alone and get out of the 
kitchen.” 

Rocky Junior ran ae of the kitchen. 

“And don’t run.” if 
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ging shut. 


iny seven-pound bundle of pinkness that she had held in 
c er arms almost five years ago? Paulie wasn’t the only 
getting old. Rocky Junior was over four feet tall and 
tin shooting up as fast as bamboo. It was only a matter _ 
of years before he’d be taller than she was. The thought 
wave her pleasure. | 
pele turned her attention back to the cake. How do you 
it forty candles? She almost regretted giving the house- 
beeper the night off. Well, she’d worry about it when 
| ae, got here. 

f That was another thing. Where was he? 

She looked at her watch. He was definitely late. He 
| had promised to be on time right before he went out the 
( « oor. He had said something about going to see Apollo. 

_ Where was he? 

_ She wasn’t really worried, Maybe just concerned. 


i Paulie gazed at his reflection in the full lenein | mirror 
n his closet door. He had been inspecting himself for the 
ist twenty minutes. He’d assume a frontal position, then 
vitch to a profile. The frontal view showed an inner tube 
Bind his waist. The side position revealed a medicine 
re | where his stomach should be. 

Forty. 


when he was a kid. Oh, maybe he was a little slower and 
t got winded a little faster, but that wasn’t so bad when 
Jou considered that he never had been fast and had always 
Te ied endurance. Come to think of it, he had never been 
‘ skinny, either. 

But he had had hair when he was a kid, thick and dark. 
D io it was all sait-and-pepper with an occasional spot of 
scalp showing through. Aw, hell, he thought, that’s 
What hats are for. This was just another birthday, nothing 
to get upset about. In this life you could never go back- 
w rd, just forward. Forty sure beat a blank. — 
Sh isgusted at his childishness, Paulie turned away from 
irror. | * 
cone-shaped party hat sat on his bed. He’d wear it, 
but he still thought it looked stupid. Good thing there was 
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A Adrian shook her head in OndenneRe wh this the — 4 


i How’d this happen to him? He felt the same as he had : a 


= ; 
just going to be family at the party. He wished Rocky 
would get home so the party could start. He wanted to 
find out what his present was. He was hoping for a sports 
car. The older he got the more help he needed when he 
tried for a little action. 

Yeah, he’d look good behind the steering wheel of a 
little sports job. Maybe he’d even trade in his porkpie hat 
for one of those English-looking things with a brim. 

Where was Rocky? 


After leaving Goldmill’s Rocky had gotten into his sleek 
black sports car and driven around the ola neighborhood. 
He felt confused almost to the point of depression and he 
didn’t know why. 

Driving the car helped him put the thought out of 
his mind. The gears meshed smoothly. The steering had 
fingertip precision. Rocky was in complete control. Tonight 
it was very reassuring. 5 

South Street, like everything else, had changed in the 
last few years. The Blue Door Fight Club had closed and 
been replaced by a laundry. The empty lots had been 
turned into small, ugly shopping centers that resem- 
bled concrete blocks. Here and there one could still see a 
secondhand store, but their days were numbered. The 
Animal Town Pet Shop,:where he had first met Adrian, 
was another casualty. It had been replaced by a bar with 
a huge, glaring neon sign that blinked “GIRLS GIRLS _ 
GIRLS.” A few hookers loitered in front of the bar, but _ 
Rocky didn’t recognize any of them. They all seemed 
young, too young. He almost heaved a sigh ofrelief when 
he passed Andy’s Italian-American Bar. Not everything 
had changed. . ; | 

Suddenly remembering that it was Paulie’s birthday, 
he headed home. : ; | Zo 

As he sped through the streets he kept wondering how 
he had forgotten his promise to Adrian. She was the last 
person in the world he wanted to disappoint. Before he ~ 
knew it, he was in his neighborhood. 

This area had changed, too. When he had first moved 
in it was a quiet, upper-middle-class residential section. 

But Rocky’s arrival had signaled the beginning of a new 
affluence for the neighborhood. It became chic to live 
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er al estate prices Sood one privacy dimif 8 ey 
sp people flocked to see where the champ lived. Itbecame 
» bad that Rocky had to build a six-foot-high brick wall 
Bean his property to insure some peace and quiet. 

He pulled up to the gate that blocked the driveway, 
ook the electronic beeper from the glove compartment, 
nd pushed the button. The gate opened like the arm of 
oes sentry waving Rocky in. Rocky entered and the 
uate closed behind him. He parked the car in front of the 
Ra age and got out. Piles of boards, rolls of insulation, 
‘ lectrical pipes, and other building materials littered the 
rea. Rocky wearily eyed them and the scaffolding at the 
snd of the garage. What had started out to be a minor 
expansion of the house somehow had mushroomed into 
A never-ending project. He would be glad when the ham- 
nering and sawing stopped. 

_ He walked toward the front door, but before he reached 
. Rocky Junior zoomed out, a bright orange party hat 
1 his head and the camera in his hands. The blinding 
ti ight of the sun gun was aimed directly at Rocky’s face, 


continued to film away, oblivious to his father’s discom- 


gonna yell at you!” | 

The dramatic statement, coupled with the sight of his 
i. son dancing around with the camera, made Rocky laugh. 
Maybe his boy was going to end up in the movies. 


ipome fancy footwork of his own as he tried to avoid the 
plight. 

| iin. Pie you don’ t ee you re gonna ae it. This 1 is 
o., | 
_ The boy moved in for a close-up. 

_ Rocky danced back, bobbing and weaving as if he were 
4 | the ring. Rocky Junior plowed after him, a formidable 
pint-size opponent. They were a whirling circle of Hebe 
i in the black night. 

_ “You know, we’re kinda prient out here. Maybe we’ re | 

di dist irbing Mother Nature, don’t you think?” : es 
_ “A little, Dad,” his son agreed. Then, in more ominous Le 
tor » he added, “Dad, I wouldn’ t wanna be oe You — 


and his hand shielded his eyes in protest. Rocky Junior | | 


“Dad, you're late!” the boy exclaimed. “Mommy’s — 


“So how’re you doing?” Rocky was beginning to do 


better hurry or else!” The boy momentarily stopped film- 
ing and inspected his father more closely. “Where’d you 
get the hat?” | 

“A friend gave it to me.” 

“Who punched you in the eye, Daddy?” 

“Same friend.” 

Rocky opened the trunk of the car and removed a small 
box with an even smaller wrapped present on it. 

~That’s weird,” Rocky Junior said, resuming filming. 

With a split-second move Rocky jumped forward and 
put his hand over the sun gun light. Rocky Junior’s face 
crumbled in disappointment. | 

“Okay, keep on filming, but get in back of me.” 

The boy’s face lit up as he hurried around his father. 
Rocky walked toward the front door. 

“Better hurry, Dad.” . : 

Rocky quickened his pace. “Y’know, you’re getting a 
very loud personality.” 

“Don’t go too fast or you go out of focus.” 

As he opened the door Rocky laughed at his son’s 
contradictory commands. Maybe his son was military 
material—hurry up, slow down. 


Paulie sat at the living room table, a despondent look 
on his face and the party hat clamped onto his head by a 
taut rubber band that vanished in the folds of his double 
chin. A transistor radio sat on the table blaring the results 
of a ball game, but Paulie wasn’t listening. He didn’t 
even know who was playing, much less the score. Several 
colorful pieces of crepe paper stretched across the room 
along with a sagging “Happy Birthday” sign. Party favors 
decorated the table, but Paulie didn’t pay any attention 


to them. He had thought that the party would be over by | 


now and he’d be cruising the streets in his new car._In 
_ his mind he could see it clearly. The car looked exactly 
like Rocky’s, only it was flaming red. The older he got, 
the more honest he got. He wanted all the attention he 
could get. He might even drive down South Street and 
see the old gang. Show them how Paulie’s been moving 
up in the world. Somebody had told him that Adrian’s 
old store had been turned into a real classy bar. That might 
be just the place to test his new car’s effectiveness on the 
opposite sex. . 
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Paulie feard) ae shen ede, entcica the fea 
om . empty-handed. Rocky Junior trailed after him, still 
mi Ing away like mad. When Rocky saw Paulie he laughed 
‘en louder. The party hat made Paulie look like @ Cross > 
tween a grizzly bear and a clown. : 
“Yo! It’s about time!” 

“Sorry, Paulie.” Rocky shrugged, trying to stifle his. 
ighter. 

% n the kitchen Adrian heard the commotion and started 
ghiing the candles with long fireplace matches. She still _ 
ad to be careful about singeing her wrists. She hoped 
1¢ candles were dripless as the package promised. 

: Rocky fought his laughter into a smile, but then Rocky 


ght on Paulie. Paulie squirmed like someone under Us 
ocky broke into laughter again. 
“Hey, what’ S SO rN Paulie Asked. “Let me in on 
he joke.” 
y “It’s nothing. Nothing at alls) : 
Bailie looked dubious. Nobody was going to put any- 
ng over on him, especially on his birthday. But then it — 
«curred to Paulie that nobody gave presents to someone 
w being surly. Besides, he thought as he watched his 
i ephew bobbing and weaving with the almost-too-heavy - 
a mera in his hands, Rocky was laughing at the boy, not 
ii him. Paulie began laughing, too. Rocky Junior did look : 
yretty comical. es 
Adrian stepped out of the kitchen, walked over to eee 
tocky, and hugged and kissed him. es 
“I’m sorry, Ad—” 
peut Adrian interrupted him. “Oh, Rocky, it’s just great 
hat you re here.” She glanced pointedly at Paulie. “Now 
‘ou can stop calling him names.’ 
Rocky patted his son’s head. “She yells real nice, huh, 
kid ig : 
Rocky Junior nodded, a big smile on his ae 
“if we waited much longer it would be time for ny 
jext birthday,” Paulie stated impatiently. ; 
| Adria Boe Coe and asked pee “Where were 


unior with the eye of a true camerman, turned his bright __ 


“No, seriously,” Adrian persisted. 

“Seriously.” 

Looking at the redness around his eye Adrian knew 
there was more to the story, but she also knew Rocky 
well enough to wait until he wanted to tell her. 

_ “So why don’t we get the cake in here and get this 
celebration going?” Paulie felt it was time that someone 
got the party back on the right track. First the cake, then 
the present. Simple as one, two, three——then, va-va-voom, 
he was off to South Street and who knew what. 

Rocky Junior chimed in, “You’re gonna love your 
present, Uncle Paulie.” | 

“So where is it?” Paulie asked, hoping the impatience 
didn’t echo in his voice. - 

Adrian went to the kitchen door and held it open while 
Rocky Junior blew a party horn, making a ta-ta-ta sound. 
Rocky moved in close to catch Paulie’s expression. 

Paulie wondered how a car was going to fit through 
the door. . 

A robot walked through the door. It was about five 
feet tall and rolled on wheels. In its outstretched arms it 
held the flaming birthday cake. A perpetual “Have a nice 
day” smile was painted around the microphone box on 
its face. A pink ribbon was tied decoratively around its 
square head. 

Paulie stared at it, speechless, then asked, “What the 
hell’s that?” : 

“Your present,” Rocky Junior said proudly. 

Paulie stared at the robot, then at the cake, then back 
at the robot, a horrified expression on his face. He real- 
ized that forty wasn’t going to be the big turning point 
that he had expected. There wasn’t going to be any sports 
car to help him along. Forty years old and a robot owner — 
who would have believed it? : 

“Yo,” he blurted out, “I wanted a sports car for my 
birthday.” But then, remembering that all this was being 
immortalized by the movie camera, he attempted a feeble 
laugh. “Not a walking trash can! This is extremely psy- 
cho.” ; 

Paulie closed his eyes, but when he opened them the 
robot was still there holding the cake. 

“T don’t believe this....” | 

- “Since you don’t have any friends, we thought you’d 
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like it,” Adrian said, beginning to be embarrassed at her 

brother’s reaction. You aren’t supposed to look a gift 

robot in the mouth, she thought. 

Rocky continued to move around with the camera, 
turning from Paulie to the robot, back to Paulie, swinging 
over to Adrian. It was very easy to see where Rocky 

- Junior had gotten his moves. He went in for a tight close- 
up of Paulie’s tortured smile. 

“Tt’ll keep you company. C’mon, pretend you're happy,” 
Rocky advised. 

Paulie’s smile tightened as he stared incredulously at 
the robot. 

“Yeah, c’mon.” Rocky Junior playfully slapped Pau- 
jie’s shoulder. What could be wrong with his uncle? The 
robot was the most wonderful present in the whole world. 

~ Adults...they sure acted strange sometimes. He noticed 
acan of Redi- whip on the table and picked it up for closer 
inspection. 

“Please make a wish,” the robot said in a monotone. 

“What? It talks! This thing is creepy,” Paulie said. 

Adrian and Rocky were too busy laughing to feel sym- 
pathy for Paulie. 

“Please make a wish. Time is money,” the robot con- 
tinued. 
“Relax, metal head” Paulie commanded, feeling that it 

was time for him to get a better grip on the situation. “Id 
like to make a wish. I wish I wasn’t having this night- 
mare.” 

Rocky Junior laughed. He was Paulie’s best audience. 

“Wanna help me put out this forest fire on the count 
of three?” 

The boy dutifully nodded his sere! 

“One—two—three!” 

Paulie leaned forward, blowing on the candles, but 
Rocky Junior turned the can of Redi-whip on the cake 
and sprayed the candles out with a blast of cream. Paulie 
was dumbfounded. What kind of party was this? First a 
robot, now his nephew acting a little peculiar. Jeez.. 

“They're out,” Rocky Junior announced. 

Paulie glanced at Rocky. “You’re gonna have gruesome 
problems with this kid.” 

Rocky focused on the cake as Adrian sliced it. 

“Please make a wish,” the robot repeated. 
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| Paulie was wondering as he took his piece of cake how 
much of a trade-in he’d get for the robot on a sports car. 


It was late. Aside from a lamp in the far corner of the . 


- study, the only illumination was the glow from the monitor - 
screen of Rocky’s home computer. But there was enough 
light to see the dark mahogany desk, rows of bookshelves 
lining the east wall, and paintings hung randomly. It was 
too dark to verify it, but the paintings were originals— 
expensive ones. 

Rocky sat at the computer working on an English pro- 
gram he had inserted in the disk drive. Questions would. 
appear on the monitor screen and Rocky would type in 
the answers. Sometimes the answers would be a simple 
yes or no; other times he would have to diagram sen- 
tences, complete phrases, or correct spelling. It was hard 
work for Rocky, but he gamely persisted at it. A correct 
answer got a bonk; an incorrect answer got a boing. Rocky 
hated the boings. Another question flashed across the 
screen. Rocky typed in his answer. Boing. That’s it, I 
should’ve quit when I was ahead, Rocky decided, yawn- 
ing and rubbing his eyes. 

The door opened slightly and Adrian stuck her head 
in. 

“I’m going to bed. Is there anything I can get you first?” 

“No,.thank you. Pll be there in a second myself,” he 
answered, smiling. 

Adrian withdrew and closed the door. 

Rocky got up from the computer and went to the desk. 
He opened one of the side drawers and took out the box 
and package. He smiled to himself. 


Rocky closely inspected his eye in the mirror. The 
harsh bathroom light made it look worse than it was. Oh, 
well, the bedroom lights were dimmer. It wouldn’t be as 
noticeable. Aside from the eye, he didn’t look too bad, 
but his hair didn’t satisfy him. He sloshed some hair tonic 
in his hands, then ran them through his hair. Next, a few 
quick swipes with his comb. Better. Feel good, look good, 
smell good. He applied cologne to his face and chest. He 
pulled at the elastic of his pajama bottoms and splashed 
on a few more drops. Perfect. He opened the box and 
took out a cake. He balanced the cake in his right hand 
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| and picked up the package with his left. ‘ 

The bedside lamp bathed Adrian’s face in a warm glow. 
She turned the page of the book she was reading. It wasn’t 
any more interesting than the previous page. She closed 
the book and yawned. She wished Rocky would hurry. 

As if on cue, Rocky exited the bathroom, hands full. 

“Rocky?” she asked, smiling quizzically. 

“You noticed.” 

“Why do you have that cake?” : 

“Cause the party’s not over. It’s a special night.” 

“It’s Wednesday,” she said, humoring him. 

-“Yeah, it’s definitely Wednesday and it’s almost nine 
years that you’ve been married to me. Impossible, but 
, you done it. So here’s the prize.” : 
“But our anniversary’s a week away.” 
: “Why wait?” 

She got out of bed, took the cake from his hand, and 
inspected it carefully. On top of the cake were two figures, 
bride and groom; both were in boxing stances and wearing 
gloves. Adrian laughed. 

“Has it been that rough?” she asked. 

“It’s been excellent. Open your present.” 

Adrian put the cake on the bedside table. Rocky gave 
her the wrapped package. She opened it and pulled out 
a set of pearis. They looked luminescent in the lamplight. 
Adrian stared at them, her eyes appreciating their delicate 
beauty. 

“Like it?” 

She kissed him. “They’re beautiful.” 

“It’s incredible that those things reside in an oyster, 
y'know,” Rocky said knowingly. Not all his time at the 
computer had been spent getting boings. 

“They’re so beautiful. Thank you, honey.” 

Rocky put his hands on Adrian’s shoulders. He never 
eeased to be amazed by how fragile she felt. It brought 
back his old “bull in a china shop” feeling. But experience 
had taught him that in many ways she was as strong as 
he was. He had learned that on a windswept California 
beach. She just had a deceptive outward appearance. A 
beautiful, deceptive outward appearance. His right hand 
went up to her head and touched her hair. It was incredibly 
soft. He brushed some strands back from her forehead 
just to have an excuse for his hand to linger there. 
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“You're more beautiful,” he said. 

“So are you.” 

His arms slid over her shoulders, pulling her closer to 
him. She felt warm and pliant. He knew her body as well 
as he did his own, but he was continually surprised by 
the sensations he felt when she pressed against him. He 
had been no virgin when he met her, but nobody had ever 
made him feel the way she did. She had taught him ten- 
derness with the touch of her hands and the look‘in her 
eyes. It had changed him, enlarged his world. Now he 
couldn’t do without it. TINE 

“Y’know, what’s amazing is that after all these years 
everything still feels new.” : 3 

“Think it'll ever change between us?” she asked, ‘her 
head leaning against his chest, her arms encircling his 
muscular bulk. How could she ever have gotten this lucky? © 
She marveled every time she touched him. It was hard ; 
to remember that she had once taken for granted that she 
would end up an old maid—unloved, unwanted. 

“Absolutely no way.” 

“T hope not.” 

He pulled back a little so he could look into her eyes. 

“Remember, I told you the night we got married that 
you're never getting rid of me....” . 

Adrian nodded, smiling at the memory. 

“Well, you’re not.” 

They pressed against each other again and kissed gently. 
Her arms went around his neck as the kiss continued and 
intensified. They were so close, they seemed like one 
body. 


Paulie walked unsteadily down the hallway, a beer can 
sloshing in his hand. The robot trailed after him like a 
dog. What a night, Paulie thought. No car, a tin can mon- 
ster, a foamy birthday cake. Why me, he wondered, why 
is it always me? He could hear the wheels of the robot 
gliding across the carpet. He scowled and faced his tracker. 

“Quit following me, you moving junkyard,” Paulie 
growled. : | 

The robot stopped, waiting for Paulie. 

Muttering, Paulie continued down the hallway. When 
he reached his room, the robot was right behind him. 

“Listen, ’'m warning you!” | 
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rill oe Hoes ne abot toned. “What t time a 


rammed to make coffee, tea, warm milk, or hot 
y many cups, please? Please program the number of 
;. Please program your wake up call. Time is money.” 
es crushed the beer can in front of the robot’s face | 
| got no response. He figured the robot was smart enough 
now it was just an aluminum can. Disgusted, he went 
» his bedroom, slamming the door behind him. 
The robot bumped uncomprehendingly against the door 
times, then stopped and became a silent sentinel. 
Dest. seconds later the door opened and Paulie stuck 
g ead out. , 
2 ey, battery brain, you want a nice, healthy relation-- 
Then just shut up and c’mon in.’ 
T e robot dutifully rolled into the bedroom. 
tefore the door closed, Paulie’s voice could be heard 
| the darkness of the bedroom: “Listen, wake me up at 
ra bring me a cold beer.. 
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1 wish to get up? Pick a time, please. I ca ‘be | 


Chapter 2 


The 747 Air France jet cut through the clear morning 
air, Even though it was going at a tremendous speed, from 
a distance you could track it with a slow-moving finger. 
In the cockpit the impression of stillness was reinforced. 
There was no turbulent roar of engines or screeching of 
wind. Everything was silent—even the crew members, 
except for an occassional cough or body movement. They 
were nearing the end of the Paris—New York flight and 
they were tired. 

The captain, a solid, responsible-looking man with his 
thoughts. on retirement, picked up the microphone and 
announced in French, “In fifteen minutes we will be land- 
ing at Kennedy International Airport in the Borough of 
Queens in the City of New York in the State of New York. 
Our landing time will be 10:15 a.m. Be sure to set your 
watches. The temperature in New York is a balmy eighty 
degrees. Observe the “No Smoking” sign and keep your 
seat belts on until we have come to a complete stop. Upon 
deplaning you will enter the International Arrivals Build- 
ing, where you will be processed through U.S. Customs. 
Enjoy your stay in New York City and thank you for 
flying Air France.” 

He repeated the message in English, German, and 
Spanish. He hung up the microphone and steepened his 
descent. He could see New York below. His body ached; 
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ing too old 1 to do this much fonier Maybe h he’ a : 
s resignation next month. He owed that to his fo 
5 ssengers and crew. If he wasn’t at his best, he shouldn’t 
flying. But if he didn’t fly, what would he do? He 
f phed at himself. Walk. If you didn’t fly, you walked. 


wg 


r New York looked exactly like what it was: three islands 


1) he had a twenty-four hour layover in New York before 
x turnaround and she was looking forward to it. New ~ 


if ole plane had been reserved by Russians. They had 
planed from an Aeroflot flight at Orly and boarded the 
ir France jet. Aeroflot flights had been barred from the 
} S. after the Russian invasion of Afghanistan. Michelle 
a up on her politics and she didn’t care about 
hanistan or boycotts. She was more interested in get- 
g out of her uniform and into some sheets, preferably 
Of inc 

i ive passengers were in the first-class section: Ivan | 
igo, his wife Ludmilla, Nicolai Koloff, Igor Rimsky, 
nd Manuel Vega. Michelle found Drago the most inter- 
ting of the five. He was immense, with a body that 
reatened to burst out of his suit. He was handsome, but 
Va cold way. His face was composed of hard, angular 
lanes _and displayed even less emotion than his steely 
ray eyes. Yet she could imagine his blond hair glistening 
ke e gold i in the sunlight. Attractive but dangerous, acom- | 
ation that Michelle had pursued before with mixed 
sults. His wife, Ludmilla, approached six feet in height 
nd l also had a muscular, athletic body. She smiled occa- 
on pet, but it was all teeth and no eyes. Michelle thought 
y could be nominees for robot couple of the year. 
gor Rimsky looked uncomfortable in his suit. He was 


ve him a gruff but commanding presence. A prototype 


the Russian Bear. He was Drago’s coach. 
i. a look at Nicolai Koloff was enough for Michelle 
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‘Michelle, the stewardess for the first-class section, no 7 y 
ned her seat belt and glanced out the window. From the _ 


mnected by bridges to one another and to the mainland. 4 


York was a party town and she was a party girl. It would . 
sy » make up for the flight, which had been boring. The - — 


ort and squat, but with a powerful barrel chest that — 


smile all added up to a politician. Politicians looked the 

same no matter what country they came from. They even 

seemed to use the same cologne, scented but unidentifi- 
able. 

The Cuban, Manuel Vega, appeared the most acces- 
_ sible of the five. He looked like a man used to hard work 

and long hours, a survivor of revolutions and regimes. He 
sat apart from the Russians and was the only one who 
~ had openly admired Michelle’s obvious assets. Unfortu- 
nately, his face bore the scars of too many years in the 
boxing profession. Michelle found him pug ugly yet cute: 
He was Drago’s trainer. 

Talk during the flight had been limited to a few whis- 
pered conversations in Russian and perfunctory refusals 
of food and beverages. They were polite but cold. Mich- 
elle would have preferred a wandering hand up the back 
of her skirt—anything to break the monotony. Everybody 
seemed too damned reserved. It was obvious that they 
weren’t going to New York as casual tourists. At least it 
was nearly over. \ 

The plane jolted slightly as the wheels hit the runway. 
The engines and brakes could be heard as the ete slowed 
and skidded toa stop. ~ 

Michelle unfastened her seat belt and put on her best 
smile. It was a dazzler. 


It was bedlam inside the International Arrivals Build- 
ing. Policemen dressed in blue were stationed at intervals 
in the corridor that led from the boarding gate. They tried 
hard to scan the crowd with piercing eyes, but the excite- 
ment generated by the roving bands of reporters with their 
entourage of Minicam operators was too much. The police 
were part of the crowd they were trying to control. Plain- 
clothes detectives with white plastic earphones moved 
through the crowd, eyes searching for potential trouble. 
Occassionally one would mutter into a palm-sized micro- 
phone. They blended into the crowd like the moon into 
a dark night. 

All in all, it was a festive affair. For weeks the press 
and other media had been preparing the American public 
for Ivan Drago, the Russian super heavyweight champion, 
and people had turned out on cue like paid pickets. They 
were all agés, sizes, shapes, and colors—the curious, the 
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When news of the plane’s landing was‘announced _ 


on ning, the Russians are coming.” But the boarding gate 
ained empty. The crowd continued to push oul ey 
_and forth like wheat in the wind. : 


"When the plane had come to a complete stop Koloff 
10tioned to the security agents in the second-class com- 
irtment, and they responded as one by lining the sides 
| the jetway. The four remaining passengers fell into 
os ition behind Koloff. Drago gripped his wife’s hand and 
iy a moment there was a hint of emotion in his eyes, but | 
passed quickly, unnoticed by all except Ludmilla. She 
ite lerstood his apprehension. They were strangers in a 
range land. 
I moloti and his entourage started walking down the jet- 
y. Their footsteps echoed hollowly. They proceeded in 
op Bilike a military procession. Everyone looked straight 
ead, expressionless. They were ready for America. 

hen they walked through the landing gate reporters 
arly swarmed all over them, but they were effectively | 
hiclded by American and Russian security men. The 
looking crowd was awed into silence by their first glance 


y people protecting him. The crowd muttered com- 
nis of disbelief. They had been expecting somebody 
sual, but not this unusual. Drago glared at them, mis- 
ing ‘their amazement for hostility. The head of Amer- 
in security told Koloff that customs had been taken 
re of and that limousines were waiting outside to take 
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venth Street. Koloff nodded and started moving 
us squely forward. It was a phalanx maneuver that the 
sient Romans would have been proud of. They moved 
bugh the crowd with the force and certainty of a knife. 
But the reporters were adamant. They earned their 
ng talking to people who didn’t want to talk. It was a 
| ne that they knew well and enjoyed. 

Would you answer a few questions?” a reporter quer- 
, shoving a microphone into Koloff’s face. 


25 ca 


» the unemployed, ‘the dictions. Sane caitied signs 
anti-Russian sentiments, but most were just curi- 


he anticipation level became almost tangible. A few peo- A 
Kc in the crowd even started chanting: “The Russians are 


Drago. He was so large that he towered over the secu- 


m to the Russian United Nations Mission on East Sixty- Q 


tA act Lal See be habe 


“Yes, later,” Koloff answered, straining to be as polite 
as possible. This would never be allowed in Moscow, he 
thought to himself. 

Another reporter managed to squeeze close to Drago. 

“When are you going to fight, Drago?” - 

Koloff hurriedly stepped between Drago and the 
reporter. 

“We talk later, please,” Koloff insisted, his smile 
becoming tighter. How were these reporters managing to 
get so close? It was like trying to hold back water with 
your hands. They were everywhere. And they were drips. 
Koloff prided himself on being able to make jokes in col- 
loquial English. Unfortunately, he couldn’t share this one 
with anyone else. Later he would tell it and reteil it. Koloff 
didn’t know it, but he was infamous in the diplomatic 
corps for this failing. 

“How long are you here for?” another reporter asked. 

“As long as necessary.” 

“Necessary to do exactly what?” the reporter per- 
sisted. 

“We talk at press conference.” Koloff’s voice was 
beginning to take on a certain gruffness. 

“Ts it definite that the Soviet Union will enter profes- 
sional boxing?” 

Koloff pushed the microphone away from his face. 
“Please. No more talk now. We will talk at press confer- 
ence. Excuse us.’ 

The security men tightened up and ihe cordon managed 
to push through the crowd, out of the building, and into 
the waiting limousines. 

Once inside the limousines, everyone relaxed. It had 
been awkward, but not as bad as they had expected. 

The limousines took off. The Russians had landed. 
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Cora Creed gazed out through the sliding glass doors 
f her living room and watched her husband Apollo swing 
avily in the backyard hammock, a drink clutched care- 
asly in his hand. Her fine-featured face was calm and 
nlroubled, but her eyes shone with the intensity of deep 
ought. She was trying to figure out what Apollo was 
in ing. The fact that she wasn’t having much success 
dn’t bother her. She had been married to him for seven- 
n years but sometimes she felt as if she had just met 
im. At first glance they seemed an unlikely couple—the 
traction of opposites. She was quiet and reserved, pre- 
tring to keep a low profile and stay out of the public 
ew. Apollo, on the other hand, seemed to draw energy 
om constant exposure to the public. Attention was a 
ecessity to him. He basked tn publicity while she required 
vivacy. But it was a successful relationship. They had 
tyed together through the good and bad times, each 
filling some secret need in the other. Cora was pon- 
‘ving whether they were on the verge of a good time or 
wut to enter a bad time. | 

When Rocky had defeated Apollo in the rematch, she 
1 almost been relieved. All those years of worrying 
out her husband being injured in the ring seemed over. 
ii then she realized that injuries didn’t have to be phys- 
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ical. In fact, Apollo appeared more vulnerable to psychic 
jabs than he ever was to tangible roundhouses. His ego 
didn’t control his life, but it certainly was an important 
influence. , 

The years since he had lost the championship had been 
trying, but Apollo had managed to stay close to the action 
by working as a sports commentator and appearing on 
various talk shows. It wasn’t the same as being the champ, 
but it was something. It kept him from sinking into ano- 
nymity. But it began to get very mechanical, just a series 
of safe jobs, and Apollo needed risks. Then he had con- 
cocted the idea of managing Rocky for a rematch with 
Clubber Lang. It was like a blood transfusion. It had been 
_arebirth for him as well as for Rocky. He had been re- 
vitalized by being part of the show again instead of just 
commenting on it. Now that was over, and Cora was 
worried. ; 

Apollo had told her about the secret match with Rocky. 
Too many years had passed for Apollo still to be bothered 
by one second of history. It was time for him to find new 
goals that could harness his energy. Rocky and Apollo, 
Cora mused to herself, were two of a kind. Unchangeables 
in a constantly changing world. She was glad that they 
were friends. When time had stripped them of their titles 
and abilities they would still have the friendship. In a way, 
she felt sorry for them. They, and others like them, were 
destined to become anachronisms. For them boxing was 
more than just a sport that led to fame and riches. They 
weren’t contract players with calculating machines and 
tax shelters for hearts. Boxing was part of them. It was 
that simple. | 

She chided herself for being overly dramatic. Apollo 
was a mature adylt. She was his wife, not his guardian. 
He’d find a way to end his current restlessness. He always 
had. She was the one that was overreacting, not him. 

Cora went into the kitchen and took some fish out of 
the freezer. She was glad that today was the maid’s day 
off. There were times when she needed something to do, 
too. 


The rocking of the hammock was putting Apollo to 
sleep. He barely felt the glass as it slipped from his hand. 
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his dreams. Luckily the tumbler was plastic, being 


\p pollo opened his eyes, picked up the glass, and drained 
s contents. He felt groggy. That was his third drink of 


wise of its flight reached Apollo’s ears. He sat up in the 
ammock and rubbed his face. Bleary, he thought, that’s 


ninal to be getting smashed. I’ve got to straighten up 
ny act, he thought. 


wned, got up, and turned the set on. A small point of 
lor began i in the middle of the screen and spread like a 


pollo checked his watch with surprise. He had lost more 
‘the afternoon than he had thought. 


dd killed three people and injured two more. Arson was 


commercial break the sports would be next. 


er exchanging a few fire and sports jokes with the 


ts,” he began. “After unraveling years’ worth of red 
6, ee will now throw its hat in the ane ae us 
g, that is.” 

mp oHo S eyes Were suddenly intent on the screen. He 
fed forward and tumed up the volume. Another jet 
siked across the sky, but Apollo was oblivious to it. 
‘i oday the American public met Ivan Drago, the Rus- 
1 boxing superstar. The introductions were made by 


ae 
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: dan ihe: grass with < a dull aiid that snapped | ae 


art of the set from the poolside bar, and it didn’t shatter. — 


3 ne afternoon. He stared up at the blue sky sprinkled with — . 
uf ly white clouds that looked like floating mountains. A. 
t streaked across the sky, then disappeared before the 


ik I am, bleary. On a beautiful day like this it was 
A portable television sat on a nearby lawn table. Apollo ce 
wncer until a local news anchorwoman was discernible. _ 


The newswoman finished up a story on a local fire thet 


ichorwoman he turned and looked directly intothe cam- 
Bes twinkling, voice ay virile and monot- 


; Well today may have proved to be a lopdiark in 


wife, Ludmiila Vobet, a double Olympic gold a : 


Bp? caster dissolved from the screen to be 


| sr ected, she reported brightly. When they returned from oy 


Apollo sat back on the hammock and waited. She hadn’t 
Soon the face of a chubby sportscaster with a too- © 
Ht tie that gave him a choked look filled the screen. 


SET ale 


replaced by a tape of a full-blown press conference. Seated 
behind a table swamped by microphones were Ivan Drago 
with Ludmilla directly by his side, Igor Rimsky next to 
her, and Nicolai Koloff flanking Drago on the other side. 
The glaring camera lights gave a strobelike effect to the 
- proceedings. The reporters were seated in chairs facing 
the table. They appeared momentarily subdued as they 
waited for a signal from the table to begin the conference. 

Ludmilla nervously shuffled some papers in front of 
her. 

The last of the camera crews settled into place. 

The only noise now was the occasional creak of a chair 
or a muffled cough. 

“Today the Soviet Union has officially entered profes. 
sional boxing,” Ludmilla began reading from her prepared 
speech. “My husband, the great, undefeated world ama- 
teur heavyweight champion, Ivan Drago, has come with 
his trainers to America to compete as an international 
sportsman and goodwill ambassador.” Her voice became 
-more relaxed and natural as she continued reading. “My 
husband is a dedicated athlete and iather and will be the 
first to compete. [t is wonderful to be in your country, 
and we hope other athletes from our country will foliow.” 
She ended the speech with a brilliant smile. 

The reporters, having done their duty by listening cour: 
teously to the speech, were on their feet and firing a 
barrage of questions. 

One reporter managed to yell loud enough to be heard 
by the panel. “Drago! Who will be your first fight?” 

Koloff nodded at Ludmilla. 

“My husband does not speak English very well, bul 
i would like to compete against anyone who is quali 
ied.” 

The questions started coming again, so fast that Lud 
milla wondered if anyone was even listening to he 

answers. : : 

‘Has Drago ever boxed against a real professional?” 

Drago’s comprehension of English seemed to be good 
enough for him to understand the content of this question, 
He glared at the reporter who had asked it. Ludmilla pul 
her hand over his. A tight smile broke over his face. 

“Not yet,” she answered. “But having been trained in 
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nd in Cuba by the great boxing coach, -Manue tea: 
é d now by Igor Pas, we hope he is- qualified es 

I F SO. 
‘t Lope?” 


4 coating her words with sugar. 

jome of the newsmen smiled cynically at each other 
“y had attended too many of these affairs to let a novice 
‘Ludmilla lead them around by the nose. She was 
rm ing, but she was full of crap. 

Ke oloff, sensing a shift from Ludmilla \ was needed, 
ped into the conference. : 
Tf possible, we wish first to have a friendly exhibition 
t t with your famous champion, Rocky Balboa, as a 
y to introduce Drago to America.” 

Has Balboa responded?” 

nN 10,” Koloff admitted, “he has not responded.” More 
, shuffling of feet, voices overriding one another. 
“Drago is still an amateur. What makes you think he 
ld stand the pressure of fighting someone as seasoned 
[strong as Balboa?” 

prego: s countenance darkened considerably. Koloff | 
y nodded at Rimsky to answer. 

‘D ago is the most perfect athlete in the world. There 
0 mere who can match his strength, his endurance, or 
pressiveness..’ 

P You make it sound like he’s indestructible,” the 
orter continued. : 

Yes,” Rimsky said simply, “he 1S.” : Lie 
mid a hubbub of noise from the reporters the press 
ence faded from the screen to be replaced by the 
ekling visage of the sportscaster. 

"No shortage of confidence there,” he chortled: then, : 
ore serious vein, he added, “Can this mammoth, : 
wan-trained Russian who’s already been nicknamed ‘the 
trian Express’ wreak havoc in the professional heavy-. 
tht ranks? Time will tell, but one thing is certain— 
irst fight will be one hot ticket. ... We'll be right back 

. 1 an update on today’ 5 professional football score- 
v) pollo switched the ieleasion off. : 
he Benes! of a smile played on his lips and his eyes” 
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'V ell, I don’t want to sound too confident, g Ludmilla ie 


_ tightened as he stared unseeingly into the distance. If a 

brain at work made noise, Apollo’s would have sounded 
like an auto factory going full blast. For the first time in 
days, he felt ravenously hungry. He started towards the 
house. He had to feed that brain because it was going to 
be working overtime. : 
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Shapter 4 


Rocky’s study was littered with toys. Star Wars char- 
ters rested in large plastic trucks. A Big Wheel tricycle 
issing one pedal was parked in front of the desk. Puzzle 
ces were scattered on the carpet in a manner that 


rst of many mysteries in a young boy’s life. A neglected 
: ves, glad that his term of service was over. Periodi- 


Vitable Rocky Junior would drag the toys back one at 
time. He needed something to distract him while he 
ched his dad work. 

But today Rocky Junior was the one sitting at the com- 
ler, not his dad. He wasn’t too pleased with the situ- 
ion, The green glow of the monitor screen gave off the 
me Ominous vibrations as his teacher in preschool. 
Paulie stood in the doorway with a beer can in his hand 
«/ an amused smile on his face. His now-constant com- 
i pon, the robot, waited a respectful distance behind 
i. Paulie shared his nephew’s opinion of computers. It 
er occurred to him that his new-found friend was pour 
| more than an elaborate computer. — 

Rocky Junior squirmed in the chair and glanced wist- 
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ssured that the puzzle would never be completed—the _ 
uldy bear missing one arm slept peacefully by the book- 


ly the housekeeper would clean up the study, but — 


y at the stationary Big Wheel. Even with one pedal — 


Sr 


missing he could make it eel down the hallways fest 
enough to be a menace. That was fun. This was work. 

Rocky stood behind his son, literaily looking over his 
shoulder. 

“Okay, now hit the return key,” Rocky urged. 

His son dutifully tapped the return key with his finger 
and another question unfolded on the monitor screen. 
Rocky Junior stared intently at the screen, moving his 
mouth as he read the words there. 

Who was the thirty-fifth— 

The next word was too long. Rocky Junior could make 
out the individual letters but couldn’t put them together 
as a single word. He looked to his father for help. 

“Sound it out.” 

“Pres . presi. 

“President,” Paulie ee as he moved oe to the 
computer. 

Who was the thirty-fifth president of te United States? 

Rocky Junior kept staring at the question. He didn’t 
know what number the current president was, much less 
who was the thirty-fifth. This was exactly like school 
except there weren’t any recesses. 

“Why can’t I go hit the punching bag?” 

“C’mon, you gotta learn this stuff,’ Rocky insisted. 
“Now, who was the thirty-fifth president?” 

“Why do I have to know that? I wanna hit the bag.” 

Paulie was having a sotto voce conference with the 
robot as he tried to find out the answer. 

Rocky understood his son’s frustration; he had felt it 
many times himself as he sat in front of the computer. 
But like every father he wanted his son to be better than 
himself and he felt that the computer could be an invalu- 
able tool/in achieving that goal. Rocky Junior wasn’t a 
stum kid who had to spend his time concentrating on 
survival instead of going to school. He had a plethora of 
advantages, and Rocky was determined to see that he 
made good use of them. 

| “Forget the bag,” Rocky said, patting his son’s head. 
‘“Everybody’s got gaps in the brain and it’s. important to 
fill those gaps with facts and data when you’re young, 
cause you're gonna need it when you're older.” 

Rocky Junior wasn’t sure that his question had been 
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See 


row furrowed in concentration. If his father said it was 
important, it was important. oe 
Paulie turned down the volume control as the robot 
inswered his question. . 
_ “So what’s the answer?” Rocky persisted. 
“Who's the last president to be killed?” Paulie chimed 
i, never wanting to miss an opportunity to sound smarter : 
han he looked. 


iys to remember the thirty-fifth president. 
y oe boy said hesitantly, “John F. co Is that 
des 
“Yeah, absolutely. Now punch it in the computer and 
member two n’s in Kennedy.” 
Rocky Junior slowly typed in the answer and was 
‘ arded with a bonk. A big smile spread across his face. 
Jaybe computers weren’t that bad after all. 


ied philosophy says he should be learning how fo 


Why?" Rocky asked. It never ceased to amaze him 
ow the biggest proponents of physical conflicts were | 
seople who were never going to be involved in one. When 
Was in the ring he had looked out at the audience and 
een blood lust in the eyes of people who had never been 
(in their lives. He didn’t know whether it was cowardice 
i» common sense, but they had no conception of what — 
phting actually was. It hurt. It hurt like hell. They 
yuldn’t be able to take it. Paulie was no exception. He 
"0 puldn’ t last a minute in a prize ring. Rocky didn’t hold © 
lis against Paulie. It just made him wonder why he waned 
) encourage a small kid to fight. 

.. Rocky repeated. , | 
ye “Cause punks are gonna squash his eae He’s the 
p’s kid, okay? How’s that for facts and data?” Paulie 
erted. He put his hand on Rocky Junior’s small shoul- 
. “You want an intensely squashed head?” ; 
‘Rocky Junior shook his head, still smiling. His uncle — 
s nice, but he sure said some strange things. It was 
ting hard to tell whether he was being funny or serious. 
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_ Rocky scowled at Paulie. He thought there were Detter ve 


Paulie took a huge swig from his beer can and burped. ake 


PERE 


“Nicely put, Paulie,” Rocky sighed. There were times _ 
when he wished that Adrian had been an only child. 

“Thanks,” Paulie said, congratulating himself on hav- 
ing made an intelligent point. He could figure things out 
for himself: he didn’t need a computer when he had com- 
mon sense. : 

“Beer, dear.” 

The computer rolled forward and offered Paulie a fresh 
beer. Paulie squashed his old can and deposited it in the 
litterbag that had been tied around the robot’s waist like 
an apron. It landed with a dull clunk as it hit the empties 
that were already there. 

Paulie popped open his new beer and took a swallow. 
It was a good life. : 


The gate to Rocky’s house swung open and Apollo 
Creed drove his car in and down the driveway, parking 
by a pair of stone lions that flanked the sidewalk leading 
to the front door. He momentarily viewed the construc- 
tion litter with curiosity. He had been caught in that trap 
before. You asked for a simple thing like an extra door. 
Everybody smiles and says there’s no problem. A month 
later half the house is torn up and everybody is smiling 
but you. ; 

_ His mind went back to the reason for his visit. He had 
beer excited ever since he had watched the newscast. 
Cora had noticed it the moment he had entered the house. 
She had questioned him about it, but he truthfully had no 
answers then, just a feeling that emanated from his guts 
and would eventually work its way up to his brain. A few 
days later he had it, or was close to having it, but first 
he had to talk to Rocky. Rocky was the linchpin in the 
plan. Without him there was nothing to talk about. 

Apollo got out of the car and started up the sidewalk. 


Rocky Junior was still seated in front of the computer, 
but now a sports quiz had been inserted in the disk drive. 
This one was fun. It became a contest to see who could 
answer the questions first. Rocky was in the lead, Rocky 
Junior was second, and a grumbling Paulie was last. They 
had made him send his robot out of the room. He was 
still complaining that that was unfair. He and the robot 
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Rocky pushed the speak button, said “Yeah,” then 
eased it.’ 

Adrian’ S. voice | sounded tinny as she said, “Rocky, 
ollo’s here.” ; oe 
yh at? You’re kidding!” AOeg 
No, Rock. It’s the Master of Disaster in the flesh.’ a 
fer n Apollo S voice sounded strange filtered through the : 


. ag 1! tee right down.” a - 
Bek Junior looked pensively at his father. “Not 
ther rematch, I hope.” a 
‘D 0, no more. Listen, keep studying. Put ie history 
k back i in, okay?” . 
Beky Junior nodded his head. 

And Paulie, let him work. Got it?” 

"Got it,” Paulie said in his most sincere manner. 

Rocky left the room, curious about Apollo’s visit. 
Paulie switched off the computer. The green light faded 

| then vanished. A push of the button on the remote 

t trol device brought the robot back with a fresh beer. 
pulled a deck of cards out of his shirt pocket. 

You still have that jar full of pennies?” 

‘Yes, but—” 

Remember how to olay: gin?” 

d of,” Rocky Junior answered. 
‘1 st’s go to your room.’ 

Paulie riffled the cards as they left the ae 


Se 


Apollo was in the living room, sitting on the couch. 
was dressed in a snappy business suit complete with 
huted striped tie. He rose from the couch, hand — 
nded, when Rocky entered the room. Rocky shook — 
Bi his eyes appreciating the suit. It was obvious that 
“was more than a social visit. He was curious about — 
Dieolo was up to. He was always up to something. 
t was one of his endearing qualities. : 
Hey, Stallion, what’ve you been doing?” 

‘Nothing much.” 

Th le opel came into the room and ed if they 


Ol 


wanted drinks. They both declined. 

“Nice suit,” Rocky ventured. 

“Clothes make the man.” 

Rocky knew that Apollo knew that he was curious, 
but Apollo was playing him along like a fish. Rocky also 
knew that Apollo played this game a lot better than he 
did, so he decided to end it. 

“Why? re you here?” 

“T like that,” Apollo said, ‘smiling. “Direct. Right to 


the point.” 


“Which we still haven’t gotten to,” Rocky reminded 
him. 

Apollo’s smile got bigger. “Have you been sCeiee up 
with the news?” 

Rocky watched the television reports and skimmed 
through the paper, but he wasn’t a news addict. No recent 
event that might have prompted this visit came to mind. 

“Not much, why?” 

Apollo’s smile faded, but his eyes still gleamed. 

“Let’s step outside.” 

Rocky shrugged and nodded his head. He’d play it 
Apollo’s way. 


Rocky nouced the vintage, exotic Rolls parked in the 
_ driveway. 

“Thought you ‘d be driving something newer by now, 
just for a change.” 

“There’s a lot of things I don’t want to change. And 
at least when I raise the hood of this baby I can see things 
that look familiar. Sparks plugs, distributor cap, water 
pump, y’know what I mean. These new cars are all mod 
ern technology,” Apollo said scornfully. “Bust down on 
the road and you’re trying to fix a computer, not a car. 
You can’t even get at anything without jerking the engine, 
Everything’s getting too fancy, too complicated.” 

“Could be,” Rocky agreed. “But that’s the way things 
are going. Progress.” 

“T ain’t against progress, but we gotta keep the basics 
There are some things that just gotta be protected.” 

“What are you getting at?” Rocky asked, sitting down 
on one of the stone lions. 

“You heard about the Russians, right?” 

“Yeah, they live in Russia.” 


eiearien 


tration. 
1€ tables on Apollo and watching him get exasper- 


4 “The Russians are serious about this giant taking your 
He , you know that?” 
“| heard some talk.” 


ave they gotten to you yet?” 
tion bout.” 


iportant.” 
“Well...” Rocky’s voice trailed off. 
“Well what?” . 
“It’s important to spend time around here, too.” 


7 chy Junior, too. He had earned the right to enjoy his 


ul ‘re saying?” 

“Tm saying, Apollo, that P'll do it when I have to. I 
in I think it’s about time to cut it loose.’”” 

What?” Apollo’s face was screwed up in disbelief. 


thing more to prove.” _ 
\pollo was silent for a moment. Rocky could almost 
le cogs turning inside his head, but he still didn’ t 


er to telling him. 
‘This is the opportunity of a hfetime,”’ Apollo 


as an propaganda machine starting up, and they didn’t 
et anything. They’re even trying to win the women 


ris Drago is.” 
“N ‘Maybe he is.’ 
| pe dct common sense that you Pale t bring your 
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know ae ic mean. .. The ones dat ast came over A 
e boxer,” Apollo said his voice showing a trace __ 


9 eah, I know. Saw ’em on TV. ” Rocky enjoyed turn- 


a “It’s more than talk.” Apollo’s voice was serious now. : - 
“They asked the Commission to let us Gieht an exhi- Me 


“So why didn’t you say yes?” Apollo asked. “This i is 


ets . Se ater ee . bes Steg 
SSR Ee RRM ae Se oct eS cats 


“You don’t want to fight the Russian now. Is that what 


"Y’know,” Rocky said, calmly, “the title... I don’ t have _ 


fe the faintest idea what the end product of all that - | 
in labor would be. But he knew Apollo was getting __ 


aimed. “This is not just a boxing match, it’s another __ 


ng having the Russian’ s wife talk about what a great 


Rocky glanced around his property. Even though it was ie ae 
disarray, it was his home. His family’s home. His fights __ 
n't just been for him, they had been for Adrian and 


wife halfway around the world to tell everyone what a 
bum you were, Rocky thought. But he knew Apollo was 
propagandizing as much as the Russians. He just wished 
he’d get to the point. 

“Forget it. It’s politics all the way, Stallion.” 

Rocky smiled. “Politics? I have a hard time figuring 
out who to vote for. And then when they get in office | 
always know I made@ mistake.” 

“Rocky, seriously. What matters is you Have a chance 
to be more important to people than ever. You have a 
chance to stand face to face with their best! You’ll be a 
symbol, man. You'll be in the history books. Look, if you 
don’t wanna do it, I'll do it.” 

There it was, out in the open, the point, the purpose 
of the visit. Apollo wanted a last hurrah. You bet it’s 
politics, Rocky thought, and nobody was ever better at 
it than you, Apollo. A grand finale. Rocky could see it. 
If anybody deserved it, Apollo did. But the Russian looked 
dangerous, an unknown factor that should be approached 
carefully. Yet Apollo had been—still was—a great boxer. 
He had years of experience that could make the differ- — 
ence. This wasn’t an open and Bu matter. It required 
some thought. 

“You're the showman, Apollo.” 

“T wouldn’t mind doing it.” 

They both broke out laughing at Apollo’s bald under- 
statement. He looked like he’d give uP his firstborn to do 
it. 

Rocky picked up a football that was at the statue's 


base. 


Apollo looked at him expectantly. 

“You'd be better at getting this going, Apollo.” 

Apollo nodded agreement. 

“Why not take off your jacket and tie. We’ll toss the 
ball around a little and think about this.” 

“Yo,” Apollo said, dropping his jacket and tie on the 
ground. 

“Maybe you'll work up an appetite and Stay for din: 
ner.’ 

“i néver turn down a free Italian meal. Hut one—hut 
two.” Apollo took off running and then cut left. 

Rocky let loose a long, wobbling spiral that was too 


far ahead of Apollo. 
i. 
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lo leaped, stretched one hand high in the air, felt 
and in the palm of his hand, and pulled it in to 


ormance of amazing grace. — : 
q 
; #8 cP 


Chapter 5 


There weren’t as many reporters assembled as there 
had been at J.E.K. Airport, and those that had made ii 
had much less enthusiasm. The Russians had lost theit 
novelty effect. The media had done such a bhizkrieg on 
them that they had become household words. Drago and 
_ his wife Ludmilla were as familiar as rock stars. And, like 
a lot of overexposed personalities, they were on the verge 
of suffering a backlash of public opinion. So far there had 
been a lot of talk and no action, a lot of muscle flexing 
_ and no boxing. _ : 

Koloff had been receiving pressure from his superiors. 
He was the one who proposed this venture; now they 
wanted results from it. This was a business trip, not a 
vacation. Drago had better fight somebody soon or Koloff 
might be breaking out in sweats that no amount of cologne 
could cover. He had already begun to douse himself with 
the stuff. 

This wasn’t an official press conference, just an infor. 
mal gathering of the media to show them how Drago 
trained. The training room itself was done in antiseptic 
operating-room white, and the Minicams were having a 
hard time with the glare they were picking up. There were 
the usual speed bags, heavy bags, and, of course, a ring, 
But that’s where the resemblance to the average training 
room ended. This one looked like a cross between a lab- 
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nd a factory. Machines of all sorts lined ewer ty 

f them featured digital readouts or oscilloscope — 
with wavering lines. ; 

media men walked around gawking at the machines. 
st of them were old sportswriters and had never seen 
hing like this in their careers. It didn’t even smell like 
raining room. It didn’t have the feeling of a place where 
) pounded at each other, dripped sweat, and bled. The 
y who were near Koloff did detect a sweet smell that 
J 


ed 


med incongruous with a training room. But as they 
| already observed, this was not a normal training room. 
his could well be the prototype high tech training room 
the future. If that were true, they thought, it was only 


jatter of time before the boxers themselves were elim- 


While the Minicams filmed away, Drago bounced 
sund shadowboxing. He was dressed in a tank top and 
feat pants. Both garments bore the hammer and sickle 
ignia of the Soviet Union. Attached to his back under- 
ath the tank top were a pair of electrodes. The wires 
ding from the electrodes were attached to a video cam- 
and a large computer graph with a diaphragmatic read- 

{ instrument that charted the angle of the body when 
made impact with a stationary target. It made Drago — 
sk more like a robot than ever. The reporters became 
stiess. With Drago wired up like the Six Million Dollar 

sn it was obvious that they hadn’t been asked here to 
atch him shadowbox. They wondered when the action 
uild begin. 
They glanced expectantly at Ludmilla. It was obvious 

hat she hadn’t spent all her time in the training room. She 

3 dressed in clothes from Saks—a shirt with a blouse — 
vered by a stylishly short jacket. With her height, she. 
sembled a model. She had the same vacuous look as most. 
odels. Koloff stood beside her, sweating. Rim-sky ignored 
erybody but Drago. He kept watching Drago’s hands and 
et. Occasionally he would glance at Manuel vega, who 
nply nodded his head in a bored way. | 
-Rimsky put his hand on Drago’s shoulder. Drago stopped 

§ exercise and faced the reporters. | 

t udmilla cleared her throat. 3 | 

“My husband and I thank you for coming to our train- 

, room today. As you can see, it is highly advanced, 
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-and we wish to show the American press and television 
a small sample of the advances our country has made in 
the technology of human performance.” 

Most of the reporters thought that her performance 
Was improving with time and practice. In their estimation, 
she had risen from a C+ toaB. | 

“Coach Rimsky,” one reporter asked, “What exactly 
does this do to enhance performance?” — 

Before Rimsky could answer, Koloff interjected, “If | 
may answer, it makes a man a better man, a great athlete 
a super athlete by harnessing all his strength. Though most 
of the world is ignorant in body chemistry, we wish to 
share this with your country.” 

Koloif knew that his superiors would be reading the 
reports of the interview. He wanted to get into the lime- 
light as much as eee A trickle of sweat ran down 
his ribs. 

“Well, all I see is a bunch of machines,’ * another reporter 
said, * ‘and then you talk about body chemistry. What does 
it mean? How does it work? Has it been proven?” 

Koloff opened his mouth, but he couldn’t think of a 

thing to say. He was a diplomat, not a sports expert, 
certainly not a boxing expert. He just repeated rehearsed 
speeches. He had no idea what the machines did. 

Rimsky smiled at Koloff’s discomfort. Ah, politicians, 
what a worthless lot. The best thing about them was that 
they couldn’t read minds. He turned his attention to the 
reporter. 

“Proven?” His smile became sinister. 

He nodded at Drago, who wound up and threw a right- 
hand haymaker into a padded square that was connected 
to the computer. The meter in the computer flashed a 
digital readout: 1850. 

Rimsky looked grimly at the readout, then back at the 
reporter. 

“A normal heavyweight averages seven hundred pounds 
of pressure per square inch. Drago averages 1850 pounds 
... 80 the result’s quite obvious.” 

“What result?” the reporter persisted. 

“Whatever he hits, he destroys.” 

Ludmilla smiled. Koloff smiled. Rimsky smiled. 

Drago, Vega, and the reporters were not smiling. Hit- 

_ ting a machine was one thing; hitting a man was another. 
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hapter 6 


Adrian passed the dinner plates to the holeekeoner, 
vho scraped off the remnants of the lasagna dinner and — 
lipped the plates into the little plastic holders in the dish- 
vasher. Their movements were graceful and effortless, 
ike soldiers unloading arnmo boxes from a truck. Then 
_ plate slipped through Adrian’s fingers and crashed to 
he parquet floor, breaking into dangerous little pieces. 
Adrian shook her head glumly and bent over to pick up 
" e fragments. The housekeeper stopped her by stepping 
ver the fragments. 
," You’ re not going to cut up your fingers while I’m 
| ere,” the housekeeper warned. “I'll pick it up with a — 
| oom and dustpan. You get back out into the dining room | 
vhere you belong. I’ll take care of the kitchen.” 
_ Adrian smiled and put her hand on the housekeeper’s 
shoulder, ““You’re right. I’m no help out here. Not tonight.” 
_ ‘The housekeeper, Mrs. Tulio, had been with the Bal- 
hoas since Rocky Junior was born and considered herself 
in integral part of the household. She was right. 
_“They’re up to something out there, aren ey Mrs. 
Tulio asked. 
“Pm not sure, but I’ve got a feeling.” 
q “Don’t worry about it,” the housekeeper assured for 
*They’re just men. They talk more than they do.” 
_ Adrian nodded in agreement, but she didn’t feel reas- 
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sured. She efatted toward the dining room. 

The phone rang. Adrian picked up the kitchen exten- 
sion. 

“Cora?” A pause. “Yes, he’s here. Do you want to talk 
to him?” Another pause, but longer. “Oh, I see....” 

Adrian’s face was troubled and UE 


When Adrian entered the dining room Apollo was pac- 
ing alongside the dinner table like a wildcat in a cage. She 
had seen him like this before—face aglow, hands wildly 
gesticulating, body emitting energy that was as tangible 
as sparks. She was never able to tell for sure where the 
show ended and Apollo began. He could be a wily con 
man delivering the big hype, as he had been in the Cen- 
tennial bout, or he could be a compassionate assistant, 
as he was in helping Rocky against Clubber Lang. She 
sincerely liked Apollo, but she was wary of him. Things 
happened when he was around. He made them happen. 
Adrian was in favor of a more sedentary life. She didn’t 
want to be bored, but she felt that she had already been 
through more than her share of excitement. She wanted 
to be able to look forward to tomorrow without anxiety. 
The quiet pet shop had been torn down, but a piece of it 
still existed in her. 

Apollo felt high. His stomach was full of some of the 
best lasagna he had ever eaten. His head felt as if it were 
crackling with electricity. Energy surged through him like 
_alava flow. He couldn’t stand still. His legs were moving 
of their own volition. 

“The Russians know the division is damned weak now 
and they can stomp their way up the ranks if nobody tries 
to stop them,” Apollo said, moving restlessly, as if he 
were in a boxing ring waiting for an opponent. “When 
that happens they'll start laying on the talk about who’s 
superior again. I saw this boy box during the Olympics.” 

aoe had journeyed to Russia as a sportscaster dur 
ing the boycotted 1980. Olympic Games. It hadn’t been 
one of the highlights of his life. He had liked the people- 
the ones that he had met in the streets, not his official 
escorts. The escorts had been cold, efficient watchdogs 
without names. He had felt like he was in a prison. He 

could do certain things, go certain places, then suddenly 
he would be stopped. It was like a dog having his chain 
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n arrassed by the preferential treatment that he and the 
ther foreigners received at restaurants and other public 
laces. He had seen discrimination before and he didn’t 
ike being a participant in it. He had been glad to get back 
0 the States. 


nck to business: “I can beat him. I know I can beat him.” 
He had to beat him. Apollo knew, as all fighters knew, 


n d the public would only remember the last fight—the 


ption. He knew he had one last fight in him. He had 
ill’s Gym. 


lental telepathy. It would have been the same even if 
ey had been in different rooms. He could see little crow’s- 


pught. 


me question that had been running through her head 
v years. She had never gotten a truly comprehensible 
iswer. She didn’t expect one this time. But she never 
ve up. She wanted to understand. 

aeroo” s face was a study in surprise and disbelief, but 


7 upport. He couldn’t read his friend’s expression. 
et’s just say it’s something Ibeli¢ve in.” 
et’s just call that an evasion, Adrian thought. 


le devouring : a massive bowl of Neapolitan ice cream, 
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Tf that wasn’t bad énobgh: he ing coastal : 


ne you lost. The one that took the championship belt _ 
ay from you. The one that made you an ex-athlete if 
ou were smart or a cauliflowered, punch-drunk bumon — 
ival circuits if you didn’t quit. Apollo didn’t like either 


4 us s strong, but clumsy,” Apollo said pointedly, grin- — o 
ig. “Kinda like somebody else I used to know.” Then 


“Why do you want to fight?” Adrian asked. It was the 4 


passed quickly. Cora had already asked him the ques- 
i. He hadn’t been able to explain it to her, so there 
48 NO point in attempting to answer Adrian. She wouldn’t 
mprehend. He wasn’t sure if he did. He looked at Rocky 


hat you could win forty fights in a long, hard-fought career y i 


voved that to himself when he had boxed Rocky at Gold- - 


Rocky looked at Adrian. He could feel her eyes watch- ay 
i him. It wasn’t a signal, just an awareness, a kind of __ 


et around her eyes, buthe knew they werethere because __ 
Worry, not age. Rocky knew she didn’t like the con- — 
ersation. She didn’t have to say anything to tell him that. 

¢ looked vulnerable. And beautiful. What eyes, Rocky De 


Pauli was halfheartedly listening. to the conversation : ‘ 


and meticulously studying the centerfold in the new issue 
of Playboy. The ice cream wasn’t the only edible thing 
on his mind. There were more things in the world than 
Russians and boxing. Art, for example. 

Rocky Junior knew something important was happen- 
ing, but he didn’t know what it was. Apollo didn’t come 
for dinner except on special occasions. And his mom and 
dad seemed to be acting strange. Not very strange, but 
different. Someday he’d understand adults, but this wasn’t 
the day. | 

Rocky turned to him. “You can get ready for bed.” 

Rocky Junior knew it was a command, not a privilege. 

“Okay. Good night, Daddy,” he said, kissing his father, 
Rocky Junior worked his way around the table kissing 
Paulie (and catching a glimpse of the centerfold), then 
Apolio, who hugged him tightly, and finally his mother, 
She picked him up and gave him a big squeeze and 4 
warm kiss. He felt good. He had the best parents in the 
whole world. 

Paulie took a last lingering look at the Playmate, then 
laid the magazine on the table. It was time for him to 
leave his fantasy world. : 

‘Your only uncle wishes you sweet dreams.” But nol 
the same variety that Paulie would be having. 

_ “Night, big man,” Apollo joined in. 

Rocky Junior beamed and said good night to both ol! 

them, then went into the kitchen to say the same to Mis 
-Tulio. She’d feel neglected if he didn’t and besides, she 
smelled good. 

“Yo. Don’t you think people are expecting Rocky | 
whack this bum out first?” Paulie said to Apollo. 

Rocky remained silent, looking intently at Adrian. 

“Why ain’t you fighting, Rock?” Paulie continued, 

“>Cause he’s doing me a favor,” Apollo explained. 

“What’s the purpose?” Adrian demanded. “What \ 
worth getting hurt for at this point in your life?” 

Everyone was silent, surprised, and uncomfortable will) 
her outburst. : 

Paulie decided that this was a situation that demandet 
a beer. He pushed the button on his remote control. 4 
moment later the robot wheeled in from the kitchen cw 
rying a bottle of beer and a glass. Paulie took a bolt 
opener from the folds of the apron that was tied arouie 
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bot ae Fei off the bottle cap i in a a professions! $ a i 


He “What? s that?” Apollo exclaimed. eo. 
4“ “My new girl,” Paulie said, pouring the beer in the 4 
ss. He turned to the robot. “Thanks, honey.” — 
“Yes, handsome,” the robot droned. “You are the 
weatest. See you s y Hee 
“Who taught it to talk like that?” Rocky asked. This a 
as an ppeance to development. He had only bought 
Bi cbinc. ye 
; “Comes natural,” Paulie said luli He pushed the 
mote control button again and the robot ve back 
‘© the kitchen. 
Bapoic shook his head in wonder, then got back to the 
isiness at hand. 
| _ See, I don’t want this born coming over here with a 
t hype trying to make us look bad. They try every __ 
iér way. But with Rock’s help, we’ll get great media __ 
rage and make them look bad forachange.” 
{ was hard to tell if Adrian was angry or sad, but she 
Dafinitely upset. The way she looked at Bey and ie 
lo made them uncomfortable. ; 
“Apolo, you’ ve been retired for nearly five years. Don’t 
think it’s time to think about something else? 1 mean, 
much more can you take? Either of you?” She felt __ 
‘stomach tightening up. If she stayed in the room much 
er she would get a headache. “Nice seeing you again,’ 
watt to Apollo as she went into the kitchen. ie 
sollo hadn’t planned on this complication. He had 
’ sted it from his wife, but not from Adrian. It wasn’t 
© were trying to get Rocky to fight. It wasthe exact 
waite. If Rocky fought, Apollo was out in the cold. 
Are you with me?” Apollo wanted to know. 
tacky looked toward the kitchen, confusion evident © 
i ace. 
Ne right back,” Rocky said, rising. 


rian was putting away the last of the food, stuffing | 
s in Tupperware containers and making sure the 
fapped on tightly. Mrs. Tulio was still stacking dishes 

dishwasher. Adrian opened the aaa poy 
sed the containers ee 3 
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RTS 


Rocky wondered if the chill i in the kitchen was coming 
from the refrigerator. : 

“Adrian, you mad over this?” 

“Not mad, ” she reflected. “I just have bad feelings 
about it.” 

She took a carton of milk a sauceeed it in next to 
the food containers. 

“You shouldn’t. Apollo just has this great imagina- 
tion.” 

Adrian shut the fridge and faced Rocky. . 

“It is imagination. Rocky, don’t you see? Apollo just 
can’t stand being forgotten, but it’s something he’s eo to 
face. You'll have to, too.” 

Rocky let the last comment slip by. He had sHought 
about it, but he didn’t want to dwell on it. Especially now. 

“T don’t think it’s about that. I think he really believes 
in what he’s saying.” 

Adrian looked thoughtful. She knew Rocky’s gut 
instincts had a lot of validity, but they were talking about 
Apollo Creed, a man of many facades. So many that maybe 
even Apollo didn’t know who the real Apollo Creed was, 

“Maybe he does. But this won’t happen if you don’t 
back it. Don’t you see that he thinks he’s fighting for the 
whole country? Rocky, it’s not the Dark Ages, when tribes 
sent out their best fighters to kill each other. We’re sup 
posed to be a little civilized. His reasons for fighting this 
time are wrong. It’s more like a bad publicity stunt.” 

“Til talk some more to him.” 

“You should,” Adrian agreed. “You’re his friend and 
now is when a friend is needed. Talk to him. Let him 
know he’s not the Lone Ranger. He’s a married man. He 
should consider that, too.” 

“Vil talk to him. i don’t know what I’m going to say, 
but Pll taik to him.” 

“That’s good enough for me.” Adrian kissed him light|\ 
on the lips. “I’m going upstairs to read.” 

Adrian walked out of the kitchen. 

Rocky stood there wondering what he was going | 
say to Apollo. Suddenly it became fascinating to watc}) 
the housekeeper finish up her chores. It was a convenicn| 
distraction, momentarily keeping his thoughts away fromm 


Apollo. Mrs. Tulio felt the attention she was getting and 


looked questioningly at Rocky. 
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‘Don’t mind me.” He smuiled “tt sa ned night.” 
e went back to her duties, puzzled. 

tell, what was he worried about? Rocky thought. 

a would probably do all the talking. 


- Apolio came out of his corner, took a deep breath, and 
t tar ed circling to the left. He flicked three jabs, then two 
ard rights into Rocky’s face. Creed switched directions, 
rew two more jabs, a right, a left, then missed. 
Be ocky jumped forward and put all his weight behind 
_ hook that nearly knocked Creed off his feet. The 
npion’s eyes glassed | over and he tried to backpedal 
ut succeeded only in staggering. Rocky moved in and 


nother left. Creed swayed and almost went down. Then 
\pollo froze, leaning at a forty-five degree angle. : 
’ giPo bad I couldn’ t do that during the match,” Apollo 
id, relaxing on the couch as he and Rocky watched a 
di leocassette recording of their rematch at the Spectrum. 
Unfreeze me, Rocky. I still got a few good punches left.” 
Rocky worked the remote control and the fight con- 
d. 


wly that made the champ fall back against the ropes. 
»cky closed in for the knockout and was greeted by a _ 


led off Rocky’s demolished face. He stumbled but 
yuldn’ t fall. | 
"This was one good fight,” Apollo commented. 

“A tough one,” Rocky agreed. 

‘I'm getting brain damage just watching it. Look at 
at!” 


right hook slammed into Apollo’ s head, causing eweut 
f off him in a spray. . 
‘know, isn’t it something how people care when 
ire in that ring and they care when you’re bleeding, 
400n as you step out of that ring ey cares? You’re 
lent history.” 
fou’ re not ancient history, Apollo.” oe 
| ‘m getting there.” Apollo glanced at the large-screen 
Vision set and watched himself slip past one of Rocky’s | 
ihanders and counter with a solid jab that jarred Rocky. 
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hy 


onnected with three more hooks, then a right, then : 


; Rocky moved in and connected with a left hook to the _ 


i i right hand. It was followed by a series of blows that a 
lused Rocky’s legs to buckle. Punch after punch cas- — 


“Nice punch, Apollo,” he mused. 

“Apollo, I wanna say something.” 

_ “What?” : | 

“Maybe you don’t wanna hear this.” 

“Hear what?” a 4% 

“This fight against the Russian, you think maybe it’s 
not against him?” ‘ 

Apollo laughed. “Then who’s it against? 

“You against you, isn’t it?” fie 

Rocky was glad he had said it, had finally gotten it out 
in the open where it could be examined. He pushed a 
button on the remote and the television screen went blank. 
The past had its place, but right now Rocky wanted to 
concentrate on the present. 

“You're really getting punchy, Rocky.” 

-“C’mon,” Rocky said earnestly. “Everybody knows 
you were a great fighter, and I guess maybe the hardest 
thing to admit is when the show is over.” _ 

Apollo looked patiently at Rocky, almost like a teacher 
contending with a errant but likable schoolboy. 

“When you think it’s over, it is. I’m not ready to roll 
over and play dead. Are you? You don’t think it’s over, 
do you?” Ae 

Rocky thought about the question. Did he? Was he 
ready to step out of the ring? 

“I don’t know,” he answered truthfully. “Soon some- 
body’s gonna take it away, just like I did to you. Getting 
beat is all part of it.” 

“That’s crazy!” 

“A good champ should win it and lose it in the ring, 

_ like you did.” : , 
_ “Then what?” Apollo threw his hands up im a gesture 
of frustration. “Where do we go? Cause we sure as hell 
can’t be born again.” 

“No. But we can change,” Rocky said, calmly. — 

“I don’t wanna change. I like who I am. You think | 
want this fight to happen because I feel forgotten? You 
think this is some kind of ego trip?” : 

“I feel the same way you do, Apollo. I feel like maybe 
we're changing into a different kind of guy. Not as hungry 
or as popular.” Rocky switched the VCR back on and 
color flowed onto the TV screen. Rocky and Apollo were 
back battling it out. Rocky pointed to the two figures on 
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oa what we tae Or eee into ae a 
By 2 pollo rose from the couch and stood in front of the oo 
slevision set, blocking it from view. He wanted Rocky 
to know that he was still here, he was still viable, A 
Wasn’t just an image in a fight from the past. ; 


hanging, but what you really are doesn’t change. Forget 
il this money and stuff you got around you. It doesn’t 
hange anything! You and me, we don’t have a choice. 


ler instinct that can never be tamed. We can’t turn it. 
ff like some radio. We have to go the limit, Rocky, we 
have to live on the edge, we have to have the action 
kecause we're the warriors! We have to push ourselves 


lamned war to fight, the warrior may as well be dead, 
60! I’m not ready to lie down yet, Rocky. Are you?” 

4 ’ “Rocky had to admit that Apollo did look like a warrior. 
; ee aressed one, but a warrior nonetheless. Maybe he 
ild take the- Russian. It would just be an exhibition 
ne atch. There wouldn't be the blood lust of a champion- 
hip bout. Apollo had come through for Rocky in the dark 
ilys after Mickey's death. He had revitalized him, snapped _ 
im out of his self-pity. Then, in California, he had shown 
iim the eye of the tiger. 

 That’s what Rocky saw now as he looked at Apollo. 
Mh eye of the tiger, burning bright. 

_He’s your friend, and now he needs a friend. Adrian’s 
fords echoed in Rocky’s head, but not in the way she — 
nd meant them. Apollo was asking for help. Friends 
ped each other. It was that simple. 

ee do we Stary Rocky asked. 


, 
ha 
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" “No! ! he said forcefully. “Stallion, you may think you’re 


You can dress a wolf up to look tame, but underneath © : 
, - ’s still a wolf and he’ll tear you apart! We’re born with __ 


m bre and more because without a challenge, without a — | 


Chapter 7 


It was another press conference. Two tables lined with 
microphones were at the head of the hall facing empl) 
folding chairs that would soon hold reporters. The hu! 
was quiet, tomblike. The janitor had finished setting up 
the folding chairs an hour ago and was now off in a private 
alcove finishing up his morning pint of Ignorant Willy, 
otherwise known as I.W. Harper. He’d be back in the hal! 
soon because he wanted to see the champ and Mr. Creed 
They meant something to him. He had watched both ol 
them fight for years. He feit that he knew them. Thei 
victories had made up for his failures. He felt that he had 
shared something with them. Life. 

Two presidents had held press conferences in this hall 
They had talked about life, liberty, and the pursuit ol 
happiness. They had said the expected and done tli 
expected and sought reelection. No excitement there, just 
the same old stale manure that emanated from all politi 
clans since politics had become a vocation instead of an 
avocation. Today would be different. It wouldn’t be just 
rhetoric put on the line. The talk would be about flesh 
and blood. Substance. A nice change. Like another cout 
of varnish. 3 


Re 
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A: fi 4 ate 


d Apollo sat at the smaller of the two tables. 


ht of it as just another kind of spotlight. This was 
lay he had been waiting for ever since he had watched 
ews show from his hammock. God, he felt good. 

scky wasn’t in the same humor. Adrian hadn’t said 
yords to him before he left the house. She was still 
{ about the exhibition match. He had tried to explain 
¢ that Apollo had been in his corner when he needed 


he felt that that had been different. He told her it had 
‘the same. He had been fighting for his self-esteem, 
d pollo was doing the same thing now. It was nec- — 
ry that Rocky help him. - fe 

fhe atmosphere wasn’t improved by a phone call from 
4. Adrian was taiking to her when he left. Rocky Jun- 
jad been the only one to say goodbye to him. Paulie 
been partying with his robot the night before and was 
sleeping it off. The walk from the house to the car 
een a lonely one. The weather hadn’t helped, either. © 
ad been cold and overcast. Rocky wasn’t happy this 
ming, but he had given Apollo his word and he was 
ig to keep it. 5 

the four Russians sat at the other table. Behind them 
xi plainclothes Russian security agents. Their faces 
e expressionless as they constantly scanned the hall 
king for odd movements or a glimpse of a gun that 
uld propel them into action. In contrast, Drago, Lud- 
a, Rimsky, and Koloff were smiling and comfortably 
ling questions from the reporters. They were even 
hing at Apollo’s colorful answers. They had spent a 
“ time practicing for this conference and they were 
nga good performance. — : 

The reporters were up for this session after days of 
ig lulled into boredom at the frequent conferences held — 
the Russians. Even Ludmilla didn’t look as good to 
m as she had initially. Drago was the only one who © 
| held a measure of fascination for them. A mountain 
| mountain; time doesn’t change that. | | 
The last vestiges of hangovers had left most of the 
orters, and they were warming up to the question-and- 


i ‘ 
} ‘ 55 


TE ITEY GE PRR TTR ISTAN A ST CRLOTT PNR DB TET TI ER RO I 
Ns iieats eaten cela ore enna time? enews es 
Yo Ray geR ah? 


»’s face was beaming. This was just like the good 
mes. He didn’t even mind the blinding glare that 
from what seemed like a wall of Minicams. He _ 


‘and it was time to return the favor. She didn’t buy 


answer session. Rocky and Apollo were always good cop 
and even the Russians seemed to be getting the knack ¢ 
handling the media. 

The janitor leaned against the wall in a back cornet 
enjoying the show even though it looked a little blurred 
to him 

“Apollo!” one of the reporters shouted. 

Apollo looked around. 

“Over here, please,” the reporter called. 

Apollo found the voice and recognized the face that 
went with it. 

“Yo.” He smiled. 

“Apollo, what made you decide to put on an exhibit iat 
fight with Drago?” 

“I thought it would be a nice way to get acquainte d 

Rocky was beginning to feel better. Apollo’s vitalily 
was affecting him, too. This couldn’t be wrong. It had 
been a while since he had seen Apollo enjoying himself 
so much. . 

“Apollo, isn’t Drago a little inexperienced to be in the 
same ring with you?” 

Apollo looked Drago Straight in the eyes. “We'll be 

polite and box real easy.’ 

There was a general murmur of laughter in the room 
These reporters had appreciated Apollo for more yeu 
than they wanted to remember. Drago gave his best tiph! 
lipped smile. | 

“So no quick knockout predictions?” another reportes 
yelled, managing to make himself heard. 

“No, I’m not mad at him.” The intensity in Apollo's 
eyes belied his statement. “It’s just an exhibition to have 
fun and get to know each other.” 

Drago didn’t look like someone who wanted to make 
new friends. 

“Rocky, are you helping to train Apollo?” 

“Tm gonna try.” 

“What do you mean—try?” Apollo said, an exaggei 
ated look of reproach and astonishment creasing his face 

“You're very hard to keep in one place.” Rocky smiled, 
appreciating Apollo’s setup. Maybe they could put an act 
together after this was over and have Rocky Junior film 
them. 
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eS Rassane emitted friendly laughter. The 
i urned to them. — | 
re igo, how does it feel to spar with the great former 
npi ion?” : % 
ré ago smiled and turned to his wife with a look of 
! Mike innocence on his face. He didn’t quite pull it off, 
e came close. He and Ludmilla whispered some ne 
ssian. 


h ig “My husband i is very happy to have this oppor- 
. It’s his dream.” 

\pollo nudged Rocky in the ribs and whispered to him, 

, too.” 


|] known and highly respected.” | 
ow it was Rocky’s turn. “They don’t know se very 
Ap oll oO. 99 i 
\P jlo choked silently on his laughter. They were 
nning to act like schoolboys. It was a good feeling. 
wished that Adrian were here. Maybe it would 
‘to allay her fears. | 
My husband has read much about Apollo Creed and 
Mpion Balboa. They are his idols. This is a dream 
e true for him.” 

I’ he reporters stirred uneasily. She was beginning to 
it on too thick again. It sounded like’a rehearsed, — 
zed reading. Just when they began to like her she 
“« sounding mechanical. : 
‘Oping to get her away from her scripta reporter said, 
MK milla, you’ve won two world medals in swimming. 
“more competitions for you?” : 
‘No, I’ll stay dry a while, thank you.” 

What do you do to stay in shape nowadays?” 

Apollo couldn’t pass it up. He saw the punch line com- 
E e said to Rocky in a low voice, “Shopping.” 

sht on cue Ludmilla answered, “I shop.” 


| heard the line before. But Ludmilla was by far the 
Biikable of the quartet, and any attempts she made — 
sosen up were appreciated. 
A \ reporter waved his hand in frustration until PES 
‘i at him. 
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JU idmilia turned to the reporter and addressed him very 


In ‘my country,” Ludmilla continued, “Apollo Creed 


he laughter was there, but it was polite, formal. They _ 


“Does Drago think he can do well against an experi 
enced champion?” 
Rimsky and Drago had a hurried conference in Russiifi 
as they discussed the questions. They both emerged smil 
ing. 7 , 
“He hopes Apollo Creed does not hit him too hard, 
because he bruises easily,” Rimsky said slyly. — 
More laughter, even louder than before, because there 
wasn’t a single person in the room who believed Drapy 
had come up with that line. The reporters would have an 
even better laugh about it over a drink after the conference 
ended. Rimsky wore a pleased, self-satisfied look thu! 
added to the laughter. 
“What about rumors that Drago is a type of Soviel 
Superman?” 
“Yes, he is strong, but he is inexperienced,” Rimaky 
answered, pleased that the cameras were trained on hit 
Apollo looked at Rocky. “They’re trying to set me up — 
Rocky nodded. It was a good tactic—trying to give Apollv 
a false sense of security and at the same time leaviti 
themselves an escape hatch if Drago didn’t make a coal 
showing. 
“What’s Drago like about America so far?” 
Koloff had been feeling neglected. After all, he wu 
the one with the diplomatic training. This was supposed 
to be his specialty. Besides, a little camera exposure 
wouldn’t hurt him. He never knew when his superict: 
were watching. The match with Creed had stopped hiv 
excessive perspiring, but he knew that a man in his pos! 
tion always had to be careful, prepared for anything. He 
iy jumped in to field the question before anyone ely 
could 
: “He likes what anyone likes —the opportunity to prove 
oneself. We also would like to thank the people and the 
press for being so gracious.” The statement was a lilile 
unctuous, but at least he was on the ood for sayitie 
something. 
A reporter in the front row decided it was time for (he 
_ questioning to get a little tougher. He was tired of the bi 
glove approach to the Russians. It was time to get duws 
to bare knuckles. 
“There have been many rumors About blood doping: 
_ synthetic growth hormones, and widespread distribution 
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olic steroids in the Soviet Union for the sole pur- — 
creating the super athlete. Has Drago ever taken 
(in these experiments?” ; 
rt he tension level in the room increased dramatically. 
loff and Rimsky tried to stare the reporter down, their 
; dark and malevolent. But the reporter held his ground, 
eyes never wavering from theirs. He had once conr- 
ted an interview alone in a room with a serial murderer 
‘had twenty-four kills to his credit. The Russians didn’t 
ne er him. 
Well?” the reporter persisted. 
udmilla saved the day. She turned on her best smile 
said charmingly, “Like your Popeye, he just ate spin- | 
every day.” F 
he reporter laughed as loudly as everyone else. He 
s credit where it was due. She was faster on her feet — 
7 4 had expected. 
” Ludmilla continued in a more serious tone, “Ivan 
f ical athlete.” 
jAtural athletes were kids j in school, Rocky thought, 
} played just for the pure joy and hell of it. When you | 
ime a pro or even a dedicated amateur all that changed. 
ng became the most important part of your life. You © 
red yourself to get into shape. It wasn’t natural to 
7 an arena where, if you prospered, you would even- 
have your ribs broken, your nose flattened and 
sd over your face, maybe have your vision impaired, 
, Worst of all, suffer sO many concussions that your 
hi processes became permanently altered. No, Drago 
ta natural athlete. None of them were. They lived 
erent life than other people did. Natural, normal— 
‘ words didn’t apply to full-time athletes. He wasn’t 
Why they did it. It was more than money, he knew 
Sut he didn’t know the full reason. If he did, he 
dl be able to answer a lot of questions about himself. 
wuld share more with Adrian. | 
ther question came from the reporters. 
Viiy do you all travel with so many bodyguards?” 
eeconty men either didn’t understand English or 
‘re practicing to be statues. They just stood there, 
J silent. 
ndyguards?” Koloff said with charming amazement 
ied in a smile. “No, these men are mare like chap- 
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-erons and friends who help us adjust to a new life-style 
in a new country.” ee | 2 
_ Even Koloff felt a tinge of embarrassment at that expla 
nation. ae 
‘Apolio snorted and said to himself, “Gimme a break,” 
Rocky just shook his head in wonder. These people 
could at least keep up with Apollo in the baloney depar! 
ment. He hoped the press conference would end soon 
He didn’t know how much more he could take. 

One of the photographers stood up and walked towai d 
the tables. The bodyguards stirred nervously. Kololl 
motioned at them to be still. They resumed their forme! 
poses. Marble men. | | 

“Apollo, could you and Drago stand for some pi 
tures?” the photographer asked. 

Apollo looked at Drago, who nodded agreement. Rochy 
wondered why Drago could understand English perfec(ly 
at some times and seemed to have no knowledge of il # 
other times. Probably a matter of convenience. 

“Thought you’d never ask,” Apollo said, smiling. 

Apollo tugged at Rocky’s arm and they walked ove 

and met Drago between the tables. Rocky felt a crich © 
his neck as he looked up at Drago. Maybe Adrian had # 
point. Drago wasn’t the Empire State Building, bul © 
had size. eo : : 

Tall structure, isn’t he?” Rocky mumbled to Apolly 

Apollo just looked at Drago and smiled. The bippet 
they are, the harder they fall. Apollo believed in cliches ~ 
that was why he used them so much. — 

Drago looked down at Apollo and Rocky, his smile 
masking his thoughts. He wouldn’t have to box (1 ed 
He could just step on him and squash him like a ci 
roach. fey 

Apollo and Drago struck friendly boxing poses, | 
their eyes were steely. eee Be 

“Rocky, how do you think Apollo should fight Diag 
The photographers moved into their various posilia 
Rocky glanced up at Drago, then turned sharply |» § 


reporter who had asked the question. 
“With a ladder.” 
Flash bars started exploding. 
Click, , 
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e janitor folded and stacked the chairs. The hall was 
in. The only noise in it was the creaking of the 
He had a lot to tell his friends. He had been close 


hurried with the chairs. It was time for his after- 
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Chapter & 


Las Vegas. 

Just the name sparkied brightly in the minds of mos! 
_ people, much like the miles of neon that kept the city 1" 
perpetual daylight. It was known all over the world ye! 
it really didn’t have any reason to exist. At least not iti 
the normal way that certain towns came into existence 
because of fertile land that could produce crops, or naturil 
resources that made them develop into industrial centers, 
or a location near a bay that was perfect for a seapor| 

Las Vegas had none of those things. All it had was peopl 

And legalized gambling. 

It was an oasis of green in the middle of a vast brow 
desert. In Spanish, las vegas means “the meadows.” Ili 
Spanish lost the town to the Mexicans, who in turn lov! 
it to the United States. Lost, stolen—the words wer 
interchangeable in this case. A few decades ago Las Ves 
was just another small western town with a few casinos 
waiting to take your money. But they were small casi 
that were vulnerable to going bust themselves. Then a lip 
change occurred. It was brought about by a gangster name! 
Bugsy Siege! who had a vision of creating a paradise if) 
the desert. With the assistance of some dubious business 
associates on the east coast and some friends in Holly 
wood, Siegel built the Flamingo Hotel. The hotel wa 
fabulous, a sight to behold, but it proved unlucky | 
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_ The Plantiiea hele once os or money. Siegel 
his life and part of his head. But his dream lived on. 
ore and more elaborate hotels and casinos were built. 
ee became a billion-dollar enterprise. Fortunes 
e won or lost in minutes— mainly lost. The town grew © 
he money of the losers. 


Ir in’t matter if they won or lost. They kept coming. And 
nbling. On anything. : 

It was the perfect place for a boxing match. It was 
ere Apollo and Drago were going to fight. 


‘The plane descended from the clear blue sky onto the 
ding strip at McCarren Airport. Rocky, Apollo, Paulie, 

| Duke sat silently in the first-class section of the plane, 

¢ lost in his own thoughts. Adrian had gone to Cali- 
a before the Lang fight because she thought she could 
p Rocky. There wouldn’t have been any purpose in — 
coming to Vegas. Rocky didn’t need help—he was 
ing it. She could spend her time better by staying at 
| . and taking care of Rocky Junior. She and Cora were 
t to fly out for the fight. She owed that to Apollo. 
il to Cora. Rocky was going to miss his wife, but he 
t hard training would give him little time to think 

ut her. 

Apollo felt electricity running through his body. This — 
his kind of town, nonstop twenty-four-hour action. — 
i for a few days he was going to be the center of — 
mlion. Maybe the slot machine players wouldn’ t be 
meted by him, but others would. | 

aulie couldn’t wait to hit the casinos. He had heard 
wit Las Vegas for years, but this was his first visit. He 
¥ it was going to be a memorable one. Duke was 
we. In his mind he kept seeing the massive build of 
_ It wasn’t -a reassuring image. 

Wey deplaned and pressed through the waiting pho- 
hers and reporters. Time was short and Rocky didn’t 
‘to waste any of it on press conferences. Some of 
porters were confused, others angry. This wasn’t 
they had expected of the champ and Apollo. But 
nlourage continued to plow ahead. Paulie paused _ 
no nough ie yp a an in a slot machine. The machine 
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E But they kept coming, some with systems that couldn’t 
> or secret skills that couldn’t be detected. It really _ 
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whirred as he pulled the handle, and then there was « 
clatter as coins fell into the tray at the bottom of the 
machine. Paulie pocketed the money. It was a good omen 
He was going to make a big splash in this town. 

_A limousine was waiting for them. They got in and 
were taken to the MGM Grand Hotel. As they arrived 
they could see a giant banner draped across the front o! 
the hotel. When they got out of the limo they read the 
banner: WELCOME APOLLO CREED. A bellboy took 
their bags. | 

Rocky and Apollo looked at each other. 
Now the work would begin. 


The hotel had closed down the ballroom where the fip!! 
_ was going to take place and Rocky was using it as thei! 
training quarters. The ring had already been erected an 
decorators were putting up paper bunting. Rocky wor 
dered what Mickey would think of this setup. He smiled 
to himself as he imagined Mickey grousing and complain 
ing. The heavy bag, the speed bag, and ali the other trai 
ing paraphernalia were set up. It would do, Rocky thous)! 
But equipment was the least important part of training 
Apollo had taught him that in Los Angeles, 

The boxers he had met in the Main Street Gym were 
. poorly equipped and financed. Many of them worked [ull 
time jobs and still managed to get in four or five hours o! 
training a day. They did it because they wanted to. Thiet 
eyes had a hungry look. They were fighting for their dreary 
and they were doing it the only way they knew how, will) 
their fists. Apollo had accused Rocky of losing that fierce 
desire. His years as champion had made him soft, conten! 
And Apollo had been right. Now Rocky wondered if tli 
same thing had happened to Apoilo. Did Apollo still hay: 
the eye of the tiger? Or had he fooled Rocky? He'd fin 
out soon. 

The Russians were training in a camp outside of town 
It was closed to the public. So much for wanting to shir 
their scientific breakthroughs with the American athletes 
They had even stopped giving press conferences, a deve! 
opment for which everybody was grateful. It was as i! 
they had vanished. All the hoopla was gone. They hia! 
gotten down to business. 
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1e with Rocky. It was exactly what he wanted “| 


lh displeasure, as Mickey would have done. They were 


Spectators. This time he wasn’t a vendor dispensing 


| 


tat now. He was Apollo’s public relations man. The fact 
it there wasn’t any public relations work to do didn’t 
her Paulie. It delighted him. It gave him more time to 
end in the casinos. He had discovered that the casinos’ 

1 almost as many beautiful women as they had one- 
med bandits. His only regret was that he hadn’t been 

le to bring his robot with him. He actually missed it. — 
jickily, everywhere he looked there were beautiful wait- 
i8¢8 with free beers on their trays. | HT Nader rea 
_ Apollo jumped rope in time to the music that was blar- 

om a portable cassette player. He jumped lightly, 
§ staying on the balls of his feet. It was like watching 
let dancer. He made it seem effortless. Playing to 
« crowd, he would do various routines with the rope, 
r ping backwards, crisscrossing his arms, then pouring 


rope blurred into a translucent bubble that enclosed — 
1, The crowd loved it. They broke into little flurries of 
plause. Apollo beamed with pleasure. It was like a love 
ir, Apollo took a little bow in the direction of his 
lirers. More laughter and scattered applause. i 
“Let’s get back to business, Apollo,” Rocky said, his 
ioe expressing disapproval. : 
Apollo looked at him curiously but resumed his jump- 
Bie of the spectators started to clap their hands in 
© to the music. Apollo escalated his speed. | 
Rocky scowled as he looked at his stopwatch. What 
s happening to him? He hadn’t liked the tone in his 
ice when he spoke to Apollo. It had reminded him of 
heone, yet he couldn’t remember who. After this fight _ 
Was going to stick with being a boxer and let someone 
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oO ‘ ookers jammed the ballroom floor. Rocky eyed them 


‘fecessary distraction, though. He could hardly expect. ay 
¥¢ Grand to be rude to guests. Las Vegas was all about __ 
Woney, and that’s what these people had brought with 
m. At times Rocky spotted Paulie wandering among __ 


§ and other memorabilia, as he had during Recky’s 2 
St fight with Clubber Lang. He was too dignified for __ 


the speed until sweat popped from his forehead and _ : 


else be the trainer. He was used to being told what to do, 
‘not giving the instructions. Suddenly it occurred to him 
whom he had sounded like: Mickey Goldmill. Rocky had 
trained in a circus atmosphere for the first Clubber Lang 
fight, and Mickey had criticized him for it. He warned 
him that every fight should be taken seriously because 
the man you stepped into the ring with wanted to beal 
you, to knock you out. There wasn’t a boxer alive who 
could afford to be overconfident. And Mickey had been 
right. j 
Rocky wished Mickey were here now. He needed his 
help. He looked at the stopwatch again, then back a! 
Apollo. 

“Pick it up, Apollo. Move those feet faster. This isn’! 
a disco!” 

But it did resemble one, and Rocky knew it. 


Apolla and his sparring partner chased each othe! 
around the ring. Their protective headgear made them 
‘look like seminude football players. The sparring partne! 
was three inches taller than Apollo and had twenty pound» 
on him. They were old friends. Apollo had beaten tli 
boxer on his way up to the championship. Sparring par! 
ners fell into two categories: hungry young bloods on tl) 
way up, looking to pick up an education; and over-tly 
hill mustangs who didn’t want to let go, who still had « 
trick or two that made them special. — 

Apollo was moving faster than his partner, bouncing 
lightly on the balls of his feet, cutting his opponent's ring 
space down while keeping a stinging left jab constan|ly 
in his face. The big fighter set his feet, slipped the jal, 
and penetrated Apollo’s defense with a strong right. If thy 
fighter had thrown the same punch five years ago it mij)! 
have been a knockout punch. As it was it earned lim 
some respect from Apollo, who backed off and started 
circling the ring, giving the man more room. 

Rocky watched intently, wondering if the right had 
been able to do-some damage or if Apollo was just beiny- 
lazy. Either way, it wasn’t a good situation. 

“Go on after him! Chase him down!” Rocky yelled 

Instead, Apollo turned and waved at Rocky, his mout! 
piece clearly visible as he smiled. 
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with a roundhouse right that connected with a resounding 
muck to the left side of his friend’s face. Apollo’s friend — 


n feel the mat when he landed on it. 


»; his vision was a little blurred. Finally it cleared, 
! he saw Rocky holding four fingers in front of his face. 


sud, but the man knew he was being asked how many _ 
wers he saw. Pe ee ; 
“Your,” he answered. | | es c 
»cky and Apollo helped him to his feet. He was shaken 
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cl 


okay. — ae te 
I got a little overenthusiastic,” Apollo said. a 
© sparring partner smiled and nodded his head. It 
i) Okay. It was what he got paid for. : eee ee 
Apollo took off his headgear. 
“That’s good enough.” | | es ise 
Rocky looked at his watch. It was barely past one in 
safternoon. Apollo was still scheduled to work on the 
sed bag. Rocky was even holding the special four-ounce 
Wesinhisright hand. Ai ae 
at?” Rocky said in amazement. 
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it coming, heard it hit, but never felt it. He didn’t 


¢ next thing he knew, Apollo and Rocky were a 
iding over him—at least, that’s who he thought they __ 


*ky’s voice sounded like something filtered througha __ 


Apollo climbed through the ropes and left the ring. 
“Tet’s get some air.” : ; 

The way Apollo said it made it final. His day was ove! 
He had made a strong showing and he was content with 
it. | 
- Rocky helped the sparring partner out of the ring. He 
was a nice guy, but even on his best day he wouldn’t have 
posed a problem for Ivan Drago. Rocky hoped Apollo 
wasn’t losing his perspective. 

5 “It’s not going right,’ Duke said, getting up from one 
of the chairs that had been set up at ringside. “But don't 
worry. He’ll straighten up. It’s just his style.” 

- Rocky hoped Duke was right. After all, Duke had known 

Apollo a lot longer than Rocky had. If anybody could 

_ figure Apollo out, it was Duke. He had been in Apollo's 
‘corner from the very start of his career. He had watched 

_ him train for many fights. 

Rocky shrugged and tossed the speed bag gloves lo 
Duke. 

Tomorrow was another day. 


_ The sun hung in the sky like a blistering orange fireball 
Even with sunglasses on it was hard to look at it. ‘Il 
reflection of the sunlight off the water in the swimming 
pool was blinding. The air was hot, dry, and still. Paulie 
realized why people spent most of their time indoors: the 


| climate was more than inhospitable. But there were 


rewards. The beauties around the pool were a pleasure 
to look at if one didn’t mind perpetually squinting. 

Paulie took a sip of a beer that had been cold two 
minutes ago but was now tepid. He raised his hand to 
signal for another one. Beside him, dressed in a bathing 
suit, Apollo was charming the people ringing the pool wil) 
a constant line of chatter. 

“I’m gonna be crushin’ the Russian.” 

“Get there early or you might be too late.” 

It was his usual stream of one-liners and they were 
meeting with the usual success. Apollo stretched out in 
his poolside chair and let his body soak up the sun’s rays 
as he continued to talk and sign autographs. This was the 
life. This was what he had been missing since Rocky hail 
taken his championship away in 1976. 

A shadow loomed over him, blocking out the sunligh! 
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und him. “Everybody come see. 
jood entertainment. As much of 


tocky merely said, ‘“Let’s go.” 
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Another da 


n. Up and down. 
ious one. 


y know who’s in control,” 


Th 


Net mean,” Rocky said enthusi 


collapsed on the e 


ed up. Rocky had a determined look on his face, _ 
jo sighed. Rocky was taking this Way too seriously. __ 
\pollo rose from his chair and addressed the people 
the fight. It’s gonna 


a delight to the eyes 


S of encouragement. 
till smiling and waving, 
the hotel. 


uulie’s beer arrived in its plastic cup. This one wasn’t 
1, it was warm. | 


Apollo followed Rocky back 


9 


y. Apollo’s ankles jerked against the in- 
 board’s foot strap. Rocky stood over him, counting. 
lo’s sweaty upper torso rose in yet another sit-up. 


touched his head to his knees and lowered himself _ 


‘A groan. Again. And again. Apollo had lost count. 
§ like being flogged to the point where you no longer 
|. His breathing was labored. The veins on his fore-_ 
Stood out like highways on a road map. Up and 
Each sit-up was slower than the 
your mind set. Let your — 
Rocky urged. 
nging Apollo’s eyes, almost blinding 
rough a haze he saw Rocky Waving him on for 
nore sit-up, then another and another. Apollo didn’t 
how many more he had left in him. He didn’t even 
how many he had done. It had been a long time 
he had subjected his body to this kind of torture. 
i's this going to be over? he thought. He wanted to 
sk to the pool, to feel the sun being kindtohisbody. __ 
astically, but his _ 


Might it. Fight yourself. Get 


sweat was sti 


yy 


Ssion showed a growing concern. 

ollo struggled up, touched his forehead to his knee 
xercise mat. 
ky silently looked down at him. 


S; 


ilie stood at the two-dollar blackjack table. His face 
d glum. The town wasn’t living up to his expecta- 
The slot machines, after their initial payoff at the 
t, had robbed him. He had sunk coins of every 
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denomination into them and come up with more lemons 
than he knew existed. Then he had gotten wise and watched 
other players pumping coins into the machines without 
luck. Then, after enough money had been lost, Paulie 
would go over to the machine, certain that it was time 
for a payoff. Same results. Lemons. All he had ended up 
with was a tired arm and a dirty hand. Now he realized 
why the addicted slot machine players wore gloves. |! 

saved your skin. , 

A chair opened up at the table. Paulie decided that # 

change of games would help his luck. He sat down and | 

bought twenty dollars’ worth of chips. If you’re gonna «i 
_ it, might as well splurge. He put a two-dollar chip in from! 
of him. The dealer drew the cards out of the shoe. Paulir 
got a ten and a king. He suppressed a smile as he shook 
his head at the dealer. The dealer turned over his bottom) 
card. A jack. Paulie thought it went well with the six that 
was already showing. The dealer took his mandatory hi! 
A five. Paulie groaned. The next time he put up a five 
dollar chip. He got a jack and a six. The dealer had « 
seven showing. Paulie stayed. The dealer flipped over hii» 
bottom card. A ten. Mandatory stay. Paulie sadly watched 
his chips being raked in. 

A waitress walked by with a tray full of beers. Pauli 
didn’t even notice her. | | 


Apollo ran up the twisting fire escape that circled an — 
old downtown hotel. It would have been grinding work 
anywhere, but in the stagnant heat of Las Vegas it wis 
exhausting. The steps rang metallically under his fee! 
Each twist got him closer to the top. His progress spurred 
him on. The breath in his throat felt as hot as the aii 
outside. He finally reached the top and leaned against the 

railing, panting, attempting to regain his breath. 
| Rocky stood at the bottom of the fire escape watching 
and waiting. Apollo looked down at him for approval. 

“Again!” Rocky shouted. | 

“You slave driver!’ Apollo rasped, but his voice wis 
so weak Rocky couldn’t even hear it. 

Apollo started to run down the stairs. Rocky smiled 
This was more like it. 
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d inside the four-ounce gloves he had rejected ear- 
me, 
P size of a bayonet dummy and weighed over eighty 


trectly. It could damage the knuckles and cause shud- 
ing shocks to run through the body. It was a stationary 
ponent, but still an Opponent. : ; 
Apollo was throwing his punches steadily, alternating 
its and rights. He put all of his body into his punches, 
ich gave them a concussive power. Rocky leaned against 
s bag, fighting to control it as it shook and shuddered 
ith each punch. Rocky was used to this. In his younger 
¥s at Goldmill’s Gym all the boxers took turns helping 
ch other. It was like working with free weights. You 
ieded somebody by you. As Apollo bore in, his fists 
tting like hammers, Rocky felt he was holding onto a 
ing, bucking thing. 
“The right. Let the right go!” Rocky commanded. 
Apollo let it go. Again. And again. Rocky was being 
iffeted like a ship at sea. The blows were causing inden- 
fons in the bag. Boom! Boom! Boom! The punches kept 
ming at the same steady pace. The blows were powerful 
bugh to break bones. | 
“More. More. Give it to me. Show me what you’ve 
5 hb 


Apollo poured it on. He gave Rocky everything he had. 
ie bag was beginning to hurt Rocky as it banged against 
N under Apollo’s abrasive hammering. 

But it was a sweet pain for Rocky. 

Nighttime. The ballroom was deserted except for Rocky 
id Apoilo. Apollo bobbed and weaved as he went through 
© lonely ritual of shadowboxing. He wasn’t even wear. 
gloves, but his hands were wrapped. He continually 
bk aim at an invisible Opponent and punched away, 
nnecting with air. Dance, swing. Dance, swing. Left- 
it Combinations seemed to whistle in the still ballroom. 

f uppercut was followed by a powerhouse right. 
“You’re massacring him,” Rocky encouraged. 2 
Apollo put on a fierce scowl and Started snapping his 
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in the ballroom Apollo’s hands were tightly 


r. Rocky held the heavy bag as Apollo punched it. The — Se 
heavy bag, wasn’t an exaggeration. The bag was _ 


lunds. It could hurt a boxer if he didn’t throw his punches — 


er) 
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- punches so fast that they were hard to see. 


“What kinds of boxers are there?” 

“The quick and the dead!” Apollo snorted between 
punches. 3 
“And what are you?” 

“The quickest!” Apollo’s shout boomed through the 
ballroom. 

Dance, swing. Bob, weave. Jab, then fire the right 
What a way to spend the night, fighting yourself in 4 
deserted ballroom. 

Unreal. 


Paulie saw her sitting at the bar. She was gorgeous 
Long blond hair framed a perfect face. Three-inch eye 
lashes didn’t hide the glimmer in her eyes. She wore i 
skimpy dress that she had been poured into and was fight 
ing to get out of. Her legs were crossed, revealing ala 
baster skin. 

He was in love. 

He forgot that he had just diépped most of his mone) 
at the crap table after spreading the bulk of his bundle at 
the slots and blackjack tables. He forgot that his mail 
purpose was to help Rocky and Apollo. If he stayed dumb 
struck where he was standing much eet he nent forget 
his name. 

He walked toward oe nervous ue telling himself hv 
had no reason to be. He was the champ’s brother-in-law 
and Apollo’s public relations man. A man with friends 
and influence. She might want a ticket to the fight. It was 
the hottest ticket in town. He could deliver that and more 
if given the chance. : 

He sat down beside her and cleared his throat. “Hello.” 

She looked him up and down and after a thoughttu! 
pause decided to smile. _ 

God, what a smile, Paulie thought. 

“My name is Paulie.” 

She continued to smile, but now her eyes were sweey) 
ing the room. 

“Ym Apollo Creed’s public relations man.” 

“¥’m in public relations, too.” Her voice was every 
thing he had hoped for. 

“What a coincidence. Do you want a ticket to the fight?” 
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at do you want?” nee 
‘A hundred dollars for an hour.” | 
‘He should have known. He felt sad and stupid at the 
me time. Sad that she was a hooker and stupid that he 
dn’t left the crap table earlier when he still had a hundred, — 
e knew that by the time he had found someone to borrow 
¢ money from she’d be gone. 
“Tm the champ’s brother-in-law. Can I get a discount?” 
Pelt you were Rocky, it would be free. But you aren’t, 
: f. it.” She swiveled on her stool and turned her back 
im. 
“Paulie walked away, humiliated and dejected. Maybe 
and Las Vegas weren’t made for each other. 
Beat it. He wondered how she meant that. 
_ Apollo was back jumping rope. As the date of the fight 
me closer more spectators showed up to watch his train- 
y. His feet pounded like Gene Krupa playing the drums. 
it now he wasn’t bothering with crowd-pleasing tricks 
id gimmicks. D day was approaching and he was getting 
fous. But sometimes he couldn’t help himself. You can 
oes and have fun, too. oe 
Rocky divided his attention between Apollo and the 
Opwatch. Suddenly a polka started blaring from the cas- _ 
btte player. Rocky almost jumped, he was so startled. 
pollo collapsed in laughter, dropping the jump rope to 
¢ floor. 
, Becky couldn’t help himself. He started lanebing. too. 


‘ Rocky and Apollo left the Grand dressed in sweat suits. 
* doorman looked at them, but didn’t say anything. It 
is four in the morning and he had seen stranger sights 
thi hour. ) : 
‘They started jogging down the strip at a steady but not 

n in pace. They passed Caesar’s Palace, then Circus 
ircus. Before they knew it they were in downtown Las 
gas. Tt was lit up like high noon. It momentarily startled 
th of them. People thronged the sidewalks. Nobody 
iid the least bit of attention to them as they jogged by. 


peone a rush hour business. 
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Oises emanated from the casinos. It was obvious they 
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“Do you believe this?” Apollo asked. 
“I gotta believe it, but : sure wouldn’ t want to pay the 
electric bill.” 

A giant neon cowboy eived at them from atop the 
Pioneer Casino. Rocky waved back without breaking 
stride. They passed Binion’s Horseshoe Casino and jogged 
in place as they admired its display case of one million 
dollars cash—the last one hundred $10,000 bills in ci: 
culation in the country. Apollo whistled his appreciation 

_ They had to slow their stride because there were so 
many people on the sidewalks. They both wondered where 
the people came from, what a statistical readout on thei 
homes, jobs, and incomes would look like. It seemed that 
every part of the country was represented among the no¢ 
turnal gamblers. Now they were passing quickie wedding 
parlors, escort services with signs in the windows 
announcing “It’s legal in Las Vegas,” and massage parlors 
that seemed more secretive about their services. But the 
main attraction was the people. They seemed to be every 
where and hurrying as if they were afraid they were going 
to miss something. The big jackpot, maybe. 
“When do these people sleep?” Rocky asked, aston 
ishment showing in his voice. 
Apollo stifled a a “More important, when do we 
| sleep?” 


The training continued. Rocky blew bubbles while 
Apollo exploded them with his lightning jabs. Rocky had 
confidence in Apollo’s skill, but still he kept his eyes 
closed. He liked his teeth. They were very functional. He 
couldn’t imagine being unable to eat corn on the cob for 
the rest of his life. He finally decided that the exercise 
could be dropped. 

He had Apollo lay prone on a training table. Rocky 
started to pummel him i in the midsection. It was like hit 
ting wood. 

Apollo laughed. “All those massage parlors in town 
and I end up with you.’ 

“Funny, very funny,” Rocky said as he let loose with 
an especially hard blow. 

Apollo grunted his appreciation. 
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Zi ing desert sun. it was a trick Rocky had learned from 
ollo in Los Angeles. Time and time again they raced 
ch other. By the time the sun had started to go down 
y were both dead tired and had slowed to a walk. 
“Leong day,” Apollo said, wiping sweat from his brow. 
Kocky agreed. “How do you feel?” 

Apolio smelled his armpits. “I could eat nails, Stal- 


“You look okay, but I think you need another week to 
arpen up.” 

“No way. I’m ready now.” 

“Why don’t we just postpone it a couple of weeks? 
ist a little insurance.” It seemed reasonable to Rocky. 
ie Russians wanted the fight so much he was sure that 
iey'd agree. 

“Can't do that.” Apollo was emphatic. 

Rocky hated it when Apollo got into a stubborn mood. 
is famous sense of humor would take long vacations 
hen he wanted it to. | 
“Apollo, we don’t know about this guy.” | 
whing special. Besides, what if I puil out and somebody 
se takes my place and whips him, where’s that leave 
“” 


“What do you mean, ‘leave you’?” Rocky asked, exas- 
fated. “It’s just an exhibition.” 


against them.” 

Rocky wasn’t sure he knew what Apollo was hollering 
sut or even if it was for real. 

“Do you always wanna be remembered as a guy who 
{ took punches for money?” Apolio continued. “I don’t. 
wanna remember myself as somebody who did some- 
ing. I gotta be more than this big-time champion watch- 
the world go by. And if you don’t understand what. 
n talking about now, you will when it’s over.” 

‘Rocky knew that he would find himself in Apollo’s 
sition someday. Life goes on, you get older, people 
tice you less. He thought he could cope with it, but he 
buldn’t know for sure until it happened. He felt tired, 


ae os 


ere in their sweat suits again, but this time they 
jogging. They were running sprints under the — 


ete 


“He’s a guy, that’s all. A little bigger than some, but _ 


"That’s where you’re wrong!” Apollo stormed. “It’s 


hot, and dirty. All he knew for sure was that if you say 
-you’re going to be in somebody’s corner, you should be 
there all the way. | ea ; 
He put his hand on Apollo’s shoulder. “Okay, let’s give 
They trudged back to the hotel leaving in the sand 
footprints that would soon blow away without a trace, 
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‘ fe dmilla watched her husband as be did one bended 
ish-ups. She knew he could do them for hours. His 
ength never ceased to amaze her. He never ceased to 
aze her. They had met while training for the 1980 Olym- 
5 in Moscow. Actually, the only difference between the 
ympic training and the training that they did all the time 
Is that instead of working in different cities the athletes 
d congregated in Moscow to get used to the city’s cli- 
te. In Russia, being an athlete was a way of life. You 
in’t train for special events, you just trained. That was 
ur job. 

7 ‘heir relationship was an attraction of opposites. 
_lvan had been born in the slums of Moscow. His father 
an alcoholic when he could afford to be. His jobs 
Ver lasted for more than a week. His mother sold tarts 
nmonly called twists) at the flea market. She officially 
scived a hundred twists from the bakery every week, 
| she ended up selling two hundred. Ivan never did 
ire out where she got the extra hundred twists, but it 
1g ht him the necessity of working the angles—or, as 
y called it in Las Vegas, getting the edge. He soon 
ir ed stealing, becoming a pickpocket and a burglar. it 
s lucrative and supplied the money that all adolescents 
.. Soon he realized that the black market was an even 
Nr Bp titble venture. His ss customers were Finns 
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because of Finland’s notorious dry laws. They period 
cally came to Moscow for binges. They went home hung 
over and broke. Ivan carried bottles of vodka and clothing 
that he had collected from garbage cans. He would trade 
with the drunken Finns for their vacation clothing. He 
was a quick learner (which would have been news to his 
teachers at school) and progressed up the ladder in the 
black market. There were firms (black market customers) 
for everything. He bought and traded foreign currency, 
sold illegal books, even passed counterfeit bills when lx 
could find some to buy. His body grew along with his 
knowledge of the underworld. His success as a fartsou 
shcik (black marketeer) was soon insured because of his 
immense strength and physique. He didn’t have to worry 
about disagreements with his competitors. He was begin 
ning to acquire a reputation. 

But then one of his boyhood friends was arrested fo; 
selling a copy of the novel Lolita. The official charge wis 
distributing anti-Soviet material. He was sentenced unde! 
Article 58—10 of the Criminal Code to ten years at a labor 
camp in the Arkhangelsk province. Ivan started to reas 
sess his life-style. He went to work at the Red Proletarian 
factory, but after a dispute with a superior who was 4 
Party member he found himself working in the coal mines 
outside of Voroshilvograd. One day a film crew from the 
Moscow Film Institute came to the mines to make a dix 
umentary glorifying the proletarian worker. One look a! 
Ivan Drago and they knew they had found their star. He 
looked magnificent begrimed with coal dust and sweat 

The film was seen by officials in Moscow and his poten 
tial as an athlete instantly recognized. He was quickly ou! 
of the mines and into a one-room apartment in Moscow, 
training under Manuel Vega to be a boxer. 

‘Ludmilla still couldn’t comprehend his background 
She was born in Kiev. Her father was a Party official in 
charge of a beer bottling factory. They lived in a two 
bedroom apartment and were envied by their neighbors 
She couldn’t remember learning to swim. It seemed to 
have come to her as naturally as breathing. At the age o! 
eight she officially started training to be a world-class 
swimmer. 

Ivan finished his push-ups and walked over to the table 
where his wife was sitting. He looked enviously at tl 
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th ‘been favored by Stalin. The cold bottle was 
iting in the dry desert air. So were they. But that’s 


ihe climate. Neither of them understood why that was 
sssary when the fight was going to be held in a ball- 


eriors. It was the same old story of warriors and chiefs. 
» offered him her glass. Smiling, he refused and sat 


his Was the side of Drago that the Nees Public 
dl in't seen. Ludmilla was the only thing he really cared 
it in the world. Meeting her had changed his life. Up 


ing to protect her, to protect them. 


re wasn’t going to be any diplomacy in the ring. The 
/ was going to be more than decisive. 
he hated to think of him going into the ring to maim 
her man deliberately. It was hard to reconcile with 


| was that. Questions would only bring trouble down 
oth of them. 
Je looked into her eyes and saw the pain. Her thoughts 


s 


er ihing except the soft touch of her hand. : 
he knew what he meant. Forget Koloff. Forget Rim- 
. Forget Creed. Forget everybody. 

‘xcept each other. 


’ 
hid 
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y Drago had come to Las Vegas to train—to get used 


il then he had cared only about himself. She had changed 
{. She had taken his anger and infused it with a gentle- 
| 8 that both pleased and alarmed him. He would ao ; 


y both knew what his orders for the fight were. | 


zentle husband she went to bed with. But she also 
W that he had no choice. He did whathe was told and 


'¢ obvious to him. He took her hand and held it against 
sheek. She started to caress it lovingly, a brave smile 
» itself onto her lips. He closed his eyes, blocking 


nt of her—it was Tuishi, a dry Georgian wine = 


m, but they both knew better than to question their f 


i EY her. He leaned over and kissed her perspiring : ; 


IRE eS. 


Chapter 10 


Adrian was finished packing her clothes. She was jus! 
taking one suitcase. Actually, it was more of an overniplit 
bag than a suitcase. She was only going to Las Vegas fur 
the fight. She and Rocky would leave the next day. |.u» 
Vegas had no appeal for her. She viewed it as a modern 
day Sodom and Gomorrah, even though she knew those 
were two separate cities. Knowing Rocky, she was sult 
that the town had lost its attraction for him, too. Besides 
even Paulie’s friends who had been there said that three 


days was enough for anyone. Most of them had been 


broke after the first day. It wouldn’t surprise her if the 
same thing had happened to Paulie. She loved him as « 
brother, but that didn’t blind her to his shortcomings, I 
fact, sometimes he seemed to wear his failings like med 
als. Ber wedding to Rocky had been as good for him 


it was for her. 


_ Rocky had been there a lot longer than three days 1! 
seemed like three years, the way she missed him. Ii wa 
the longest time they had spent apart since their marriagy 
It was like being separated from a part of your body «4 
even worse, a part of your mind. No, she didn’t really 
mean that. Even when Rocky wasn’t with her, she ') 
his presence. She sensed the sound of his footsteps in (hy 
hailway. Whenever she had gone into his study she iniee 
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d him seated at the computer, gamely struggling with 
english program. His English sounded just fine to her. 
Beautiful. Just like Rocky. ; 
__ She looked around the bedroom. The nights had been 
the hardest. She had become quite familiar with the late 
hight programs on television. Johnny Carson and David 
Letterman had kept her company many evenings. She — 
liked them, but they didn’t compare to Rocky. And when 4 
he finally did go to bed she felt strange. The bed seemed 
» big that it was uncomfortable. She hadn’t wanted to — 
Sleep without Rocky since that Thanksgiving years ago. _ 
lt had started out disastrously. Paulie showed up drunk — 
ind tossed the turkey out the window. She and Rocky, in 
heir mutual loneliness, fled to the skating rink where 
ocky had shown a charming ineptitude that had embar- 
fassed him. But then they had ridden the night trolley to 
Ocky’s apartment on South Street and found happiness. 
¢ had taken her glasses off and told her she was beau-_ 
ful. It had been like a Loretta Young movie she had once 
fen. Then he had kissed her and ended her loneliness. __ 
_ Rocky Junior rushed into the bedroom. It seemed that __ 
had forgotten how to walk. Lately everything was done 
& run. It was funny when it wasn’t driving her crazy. 
le slid to a halt. | oe : 
“You all ready, Mom?” he asked. 2 , 
_ Looking at him gave her pleasure. She knew he would 
semble his father when he grew up. He was their cre- 
on. He wouldn’t exist if it weren’t for them. Pride and 
pion welled up in her. She bent down and kissed his — 
What’s that for?” He felt that he was getting too grown 
ft 4 that kind of display. What if one of his friends had 
nit. 5 
‘Because I love you.” : BS | 
‘Aw, Mom...” He squirmed under the attention, but 
a pretense. He loved her and thought she was the 
i beautiful woman in the world. But as you grew older, 
felt, you had to react to certain things in ways that 
*n didn’t understand. He wasn’t Mommy’s.little boy 
more. He didn’t know what he was, but he wasn’t 
_ He saw the suitcase on the bed and grabbed it. Light 
Was, it almost pulled him to the floor. He manfully 
wled with it until they were both upright and mobile. 
; 81 


; 


/ 


He was happy that it had wheels on the bottom. 


as Rocky needed boxing lessons. 
they were going to get to the airport on time. 


was Cora with the taxi driver standing behind her. 


be a bad idea to permanently fasten weights to her son 


‘suitcase as if it were very heavy. 


EI SBR ISSO NEE IT RR TET ETA” A 


“You don’t have to do that,” she said, suppressing a 
smile. i 

“IT want to.” — : | 

He laboriously wheeled it out the bedroom door. 

She wondered if he would like to have a brother. Or 
a sister. It was nothing definite; her period had been late 
before. But this time she had a feeling. Maybe she jus! 
wanted another baby to use as leverage to make Rocky 
retire. She hoped that wasn’t so. A birth should be an 
event of awe and wonder, not manipulation. Well, she 
wasn’t sure of anything yet, but it was a pleasant thoug)! 

She went downstairs and gave Mrs. Tulio an endless 
list of last-minute instructions concerning everything from 
what part of the yard the gardener should work on lu 
when Rocky Junior should go to sleep. The housekeepe! 
wisely ignored her and went about her duties. Adrian 
smiled to herself. I must be getting nervous, she though 
Mrs. Tulio needed instructions about the house as much 


She glanced at her watch. Cora had to come soon |! — 
As if her thoughts had been read, the doorbell rang, 1! 


Adrian hugged Cora and greeted the driver, who tout 
off his hat and nodded good morning. 

The suitcase had managed to slow Rocky Junior dow#) 
By the time he got to the front door he was almost movitiy 
at a normal speed. It occurred to Adrian that it might i 


The taxi driver stepped forward. “Let me take tlw 
from you, young man.” He pretended to struggle will ie 


Rocky Junior beamed, knowing he had complete » 
man-sized job. 
_ Adrian picked him up, held him tight, and kissed his 


‘You be a good boy and do everything Mrs. Tulio ty 
you to.” | 

‘1 will,” he promised. Then, as if suddenly realiving 
that she actually wouldn’t be home that night, he cling 
tightly to her, his eyes bright with moisture. ; 

Adrian put him down. “You're going to be the mai 
the house.” : 
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Chapter 11 


Fight night in Vegas: the biggest show in town. 

_ The manager of Caesar’s Palace stood outside his casinu 
and glumly watched the crowds streaming into the MGM 
Grand. Who would have thought that an exhibition bou! 
would cause so much commotion? Caesar’s had become 
to boxing what Madison Square Garden once was. Severul! 
championship bouts had been held there. There was ever 
a semipermanent 15,100-seat stadium in back by the ten 
nis courts. Tonight it looked rickety and empty. He shook 
his head and went back into Caesar’s. Who would have 
thought, he kept thinking, who would have thought? He 
wished he had a ticket. 

The Grand had been booked solid for a week, which 
wasn’t unusual, but the number of people that had to be 
turned away was extraordinary. Not even all the hote! 
_ guests had been able to get tickets, but they were satisficd 
just to be near the fight. So were many others. The parking 
lot was jammed. Ferraris were parked next to five-year 
old station wagons. A closer inspection revealed 4 
DeLorean or two. | : 

Once inside the hotel the people encountered a gam 
bling area that seemed to stretch as far as a couple 
of football fields. They were right—it was that large 
The crowd inside was classic Vegas. Hollywood movie 
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name tags. But the casino was only a stopping 
t for the lucky ones with tickets. They continued to 
nge toward the ballroom, which had a marquee over 


/ENT—APOLLO CREED (U.S.A) VS. IVAN DRAGO 
.5.S.R.). 

The inside of the ballroom was lined with bleachers— 
“ beams, pipes, and a lot of nuts and bolts hidden 
er velvet. Nobody seemed to mind. Pillows were 
ued. by vendors along with sundry wares. Wine and 
1 alcohol were spilled on more than one expensive 
fit. Rock music pulsated from a live band’s stereo 
juipment. Some of the people were dancing to the music, 
(it was difficult to keep from tripping over the cables 
it the media people had laid out. The entire scene had 
aura of a fantastic but slightly decadent New York 


| ceiling. Overhead a pair of small planes, one Russian, 
b other American, battled it out in a miniature dogfight. 

i¢ sound was deafening. But even above that you could 
talking: the odds, who had the edge. The money 
- was going strong. Nobody seemed to care that it 
Bust an exhibition match. In their minds it was the 


nes that he was one of the best the U.S. had. 
The odds were two to one in Apollo’s favor. 
‘The ghost of Bugsy Siegel was doing business as usual, 
iting his money on the Russian, going against the odds. 


It was quiet inside the Russian locker room. Every- 


»bed in where needed, his muscles massaged. He still 
| lined on the massage table, his eyes closed. It was 
possible to tell if he was sleeping or thinking. Rimsky 
) an at his horizontal giant and smiled. He was the kind. 
hter Rimsky had dreamed of—that all coaches 
mn med of. In Rimsky’s mind the fight was already over. 

B fother victory on the way to the world champion- 
ip. He started folding a Russian flag. Manuel Vega and 
other Cuban were talking softly and gesticulating wildly. 
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main door that boldly proclaimed: SPECIAL 


ib. Skimpily dressed women sat on swings hung from > 


§.A. against the U.S.S.R. And Apollo had proved many 


EA 
He cela isk 


ed shoulders with midwestern conventioneers os 


y that had to be done was done. Drago’s hands had — | 
n wrapped, the gloves put on, the protective lubricant — 


a 


Rimsky had never understood Vega, but now was not the . 
time to try. He finished folding the flag. It would be used 


- jater, after Drago had demolished Creed. It was a nice 
thought. 


Apollo was in high spirits. What had started as a whis 
per of a thought on a lazy afternoon was nearing fruition 
His body felt ten years younger. He doubted he had eve! 
been in better shape. Tomorrow the newspapers would 
be carrying pictures of him with his arms raised in victory 
He’d be a national hero. Oh, sweet victory. Rocky con 
tinued to massage Apollo’s shoulders even though there 
wasn’t the slightest hint of tension in them. If Apollo was 
nervous, he wasn’t showing it. 

Rocky had picked up Adrian and Cora from the airport 
earlier in the day. He had missed Adrian, but he didn | 
realize how much until she had rushed into his arms. lp 
didn’t ever want to be separated from her for so lorip 
again. Cora had smiled and kissed his cheek, but the wort) 
showed in her eyes. No matter what happened tonight 
at least she’d be able to relax again. Rocky was glad «! 


that. | , 


Paulie was playing solitaire and losing. He wasn't si 
prised. When you’re on a roll, you're on a roll, even if 
it’s a bad one. : 

Duke paced up and down saying words of encourage 
ment to Apollo, but in the back of his mind the imag: af 
Drago ran rampant. 


The security guard knocked on the Russian’s daw 
Rimsky opened it. — : | 
“It’s time,” the guard said, motioning for them to follus 
him. ads : e 
The entourage filed out of the locker room with Rimet) 
in the lead. They were in the bowels of the hotel, Il 
corridor they walked down was lined with securily jw 
sonnel, both Russian and American, and with vara 
hotel officials. They descended a ramp and encoun 
a darkened boxing ring. : 
From the confused and bewildered looks on the Hy 
sians’ faces, the hotel officials knew that a mistake ls 
been made. One of the links in the chain of command }) 
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d up ae ne Ryne adn t en informed of the Hi 
ise entrance they were to make. ‘ 
_ Rimsky looked at Drago. “What is this place?” 
_ “I don’t know,” Drago answered in Russian. “Are we 
0 fight here?” 
_ An assistant manager of the hotel hurried up to Rimsky 
“ith an apologetic look on his face. This was going to 
ost somebody’s job and he didn’t want it to be his. 
Tm very sorry, Mr. Rimsky. It’s obvious that there 
is been a communication failure here. It’s perfectly okay. 
, Beast want you, as an ambassador of the Russian peo- 
, to make as spectacular an entrance as possible.” 
Rimsky didn’t know what the hell the mousy little guy 
s talking about. 
“It’s show biz,” the assistant manager further explained. 
“What is this crazy place?” Rimsky demanded. “We > 
ht in the basement like rats?” | 
‘The security guard held the ropes open. “Please get in 
i we'll go up,’ he explained, making an Hp yate motion 
h his hand. 
Now Rimsky understood. He didn’t like it, but he 
erstood. They were going to nde up in the ring like > 
5 who couldn’t walk on their own two feet. But he 
éred the ring, motioning for the others to follow him. 
ey all felt a sudden lurch. 
This is demented,” Rimsky said. 
he boxing ring started to ascend. 
D >mented.” 


crowd became silent as the floor in the center of 
| ae started to slide open. Even the band stopped 
pily. Nobody knew what was happening, but they all 
d with eager anticipation. 

i boxing ring rose up through the opening in the 
“Everybody oohed and aahed. This was what they 
ted of Las Vegas. When they saw Drago a ripple of 
e broke out. Rimsky was suddenly nervous. This 
1¢ of the strangest experiences he’d had in his whole 


0 9 looked out over the crowd, ne eyes grave, his 
np assive. The scene in front of him had to be ajoke. 
ere making fun of him. Nobody fought in a place - 
iis, not even Americans. His gaze softened as he — 
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- beside her. Drago was grateful for that. There was no 
telling what these people were capable of doing. As his 


_ diately started talking. | 


chew with Creed. He’s dangerous no matter how old 
is,” White added. 


security men kept them at bay. Their job was made lw 


-Rimsky took off Drago’s robe and handed it to Ves 


saw Ludmilla seated at ringside. Koloff was in the chair- 


eyes continued to sweep the ballroom he became con 
vinced that everyone here was deranged. That was the 
only explanation he could come up with. Everyone seemed 
to be staring at him. His eyes hardened as he glared back 
He wasn’t going to be played for a fool. 

Hotel staff hurriedly set up tables and chairs around 
the ring. The reporters and Minicam operators were 
jammed around the ring. The television commentator 
Halburn and White, settled into their chairs and imme 


“Welcome this evening to an unusual event,” Halbury 
announced solemnly. “East finally meets West in proles 
sional sports. The Russian giant is already in the rig 
awaiting the arrival of the great former champion, the one 
and only Apollo Creed.” 

Drago and his ring men had moved to their core 


Drago started doing warm-up exercises. 
“And maybe Drago has bitten off more than he o# 


Suddenly the band started playing again. It was a lively 
raucous tune. A side door to the ballroom opened ai! 
troupe of scantily dressed chorus girls holding 
American flags entered.They were followed by Apuly 
with Rocky at his side. Behind them were Duke and 
lie. Apollo was dressed as Uncle Sam in a red, white, # 
blue suit complete with a top hat. The ballroom thundey 
with applause. Well-wishers tried to swamp the srous 
they made their way to the ring, but the polite, ye! 


by Apollo. He kept reaching out to shake hands, W 
he reached the bandstand he jumped up and down itt | 
to the music. The applause became so loud that the 
itself was drowned out. Rocky shook his head in wom 
Who says you can’t go home again? Apollo was doing 
When they reached the ring, Duke held the ropes 
and Apollo climbed in. Immediately he glared al l= 
and started taunting him. 
“T want you! I want you 
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It was a familiar battle | 


e had never meant 
ncerely before. : o ; 
ago didn’t even bother to look at Creed. 

“Look at me! I might be the last person you see!” 
The massive giant turned and stared blankly at Creed, 
is face enone Apollo might as well have been talking 
himself. os 
“Save your energy,” Rocky counseled as he handed 
lie Apollo’s robe. | 

Cora was watching the show with mixed emotions. She 
$ proud of her husband and pleased to see his obvious 
sure as he pranced around the ring. But her eyes kept 
Iming to Drago. He looked like a mountain. Adrian 
thed over and gripped her hand. Cora was grateful. 
10d, I fee] born again,” Apollo said joyfully to Rocky. 
the tuxedoed ring announcer strode to the middle of 
Ting and motioned to the timekeeper, who rang the 
. The crowd became quietly restless. 

Ladies and gentlemen, welcome. Tonight’s fight is 
brought to you by Tiger Eye Promotions.” 

pollo was bouncing around in his corner shadow- 
ig, but his eyes were intent on Drago, and the furious 
were directed toward him. : 

save some for the fight,” Rocky joked. 

thanks for getting me here, Stallion. I owe you.” 
Ve're even.” ie : 

ie ring announcer continued: “Before we go any fur- 
1 would like to announce the presence of “a true 
% champion who epitomizes the word courage— 
alian Stallion, Rocky Balboa!” 2 

ves of applause surged toward the ring. 

eky smiled at Apollo and said, “Excuse me.” 
course,” Apollo replied, waving Rocky to the cen- 
the ring like an usher. 

Ky walked around the ring waving at the cheering 
ie. They loved it. He was their champion and they 
d it by applauding till their hands hurt. 

'foom was reverberating with so much noise that 
nt was having a hard time making himself heard. 
® great champion from Philadelphia is waving to 
| He’s not here to fight, but that doesn’t matter 
'They’re clapping loud enough to knock plaster 
walls. Balboa will be helping in Apollo’s corner 
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o had used it many times, but h 


_ tonight. Apollo seems to be in fine spirits. He’ s definitely 
putting on a show for this capacity crowd.” 

“Balboa and Creed are truly an odd couple if there 
ever was one. Almost as odd as this location,” White 
added. 

“Definitely a frst * Halburn agreed. 

Rocky returned to Apollo’s corner. The applause sub 
sided. 

“When do I get introduced?” Paulie asked. 

“Tomorrow,” Rocky answered. 

_ Paulie was beginning to wonder why he had come on 
this trip. He had lost all his money and gotten his ego 
bruised by the women of Las Vegas. But on the plus side, 
he hadn’t paid for the airplane ticket. 

Apollo and Drago were glaring at each other across 
the ring. If the fight was going to be half as intense as the 
look they were giving each other, then it was going to lw 
deadly. 

The announcer gripped his microphone. 

“T_adies and gentlemen, tonight’s special event features 
two great athletes. In the blue corner, weighing 221 pours, 
the former heavyweight champion of the world, the Dan 
ing Destroyer, the Count of Monte Fisto, the King of 
. Sting, the Happy Hitman—” 

Rocky turned to ATO, “Think you got enough nich 
names?” 

“We're almost done,” Apolo said seriously. 

The announcer’s voice rose. “The Future Master 
Disaster—” 

_ “That’s all of em.” Apollo smiled. 

“The one and only Apollo Creed!” 

Apollo rushed to the center of the ring and jumped tp 
and down, waving his hands in the air. 

The crowd cheered wildly. The announcer once isa 
held up his hands for silence, but he didn’t get il, Ile 


cheers continued to thunder on. The announcer moti 
to Apollo to go to his corner. Apollo did, and the craw! 
settled down a little, but the announcer still had to hays 


the bell rung to get enough silence to be heard. 

“In the red corner, weighing an even 261 pounds, #0 
medalist and undefeated world amateur champion fi 
_ the Soviet Union, making his American boxing debut (nie 
evening —the Siberian Express, Ivan Drago!" 
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“4 0 ignored the audience and Soeued to glare at 

llc 

di rian had the curious feeling that someone was look- 

her. She turned her head and saw Ludmilla, who 

sitting a few seats away, staring at her and Cora. 

milla gave a friendly wave. Adrian smiled back at her. 

ouraged by this response, Ludmilla got out of her seat 

Walked over to Adrian and Cora. 

he shook hands with Adrian, then with Cora. 

photographer who had been forewarned by Koloff 

this was going to happen snapped a series of pictures 

udmuilla being so gracious. The flash bar going off so 

pectedly startled Adrian and Cora, but Ludmilla was 

vised as ever. She smiled stiffly at Cora. 

4ood luck, I hope we can be friends.” 

ora paused, then said, “I hope so, too.” 

udmilla turned to Adrian. “Nice meeting you.” 

1 job done, she hurried back to her seat. She felt 

“sweep through her body as she sat down. 

iloff nodded to the photographer, who waved thanks 

ut him. He had some exclusive photographs. They 

Boing to be happy back at his newspaper. 

the ring Rocky watched Apollo bounce on the balls 

. feet 

1 okay?” : 

me, Stallion, just fine,” Apollo answered, his eyes — 
ed on Drago. ! 

e bad blood between these two can be felt all the 

n the last row—” 

ile interrupted his partner. “I can’t get over the 

eness of the Russian.” 

certainly is a skyscraper,” Halburn agreed. . 

referee went to the center of the ring and motioned 

Aig shters to join him. Apollo was accompanied by 

iy Paulie. The Russian contingent marched toward 

ve in deadly silence. Drago’s fierce, penetrating 

§ still focused on Apollo. 

feferee could feel the tension emanating from the 

iiers. He felt he was standing between two jungie | 

1, He just didn’t want to be the one that was chewed 

Spat out. He was a professional, though, and kept 
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his voice > at a steady monotone. 

“You both know the rules,” he began. 

Rimsky translated into Russian for Drago, whw 
appeared oblivious to everything and everybody excep! 
Apollo. 

“T want a clean fight. In the case of a knockdown, jo 
to a neutral corner.” A hint of nervousness crept into 
the referee’s voice as he concluded, “Good luck to you 
both.” 

Just as Apollo was about to turn to go back to his 
corner, Drago said in clear English, “You will lose.” 

There was something about the matter-of-fact finalily 
of the statement that rattled even Apollo. Drago continued 
to glare at Apollo as they returned to their corners. 

Apollo shook his head at Rocky in wonder. “Hes 
something else, isn’t he?” 

Rocky nodded agreement. 

“Time to go to work,” Apollo said, smiling. “I’ve got 
a few presents to give him.” ; 

“Specially gift wrapped, I hope,” Paulie said. 

Apollo’s smile got bigger. 

Duke leaned through the ropes and put Apollo’s moult!) 
piece in. “Just don’t get crazy. You're the man. You f¥ 
the teacher.” 

“Yeah,” Apollo grunted through the mouthpiece. “We're 
gonna do it, Stallion.” 

Rocky tapped Apollo reassuringly on the shoulder, then 
climbed out of the ring. 


The bell rang. Round one. 

Both fighters rushed to the center of the ring, eager 1 
get at each other. Apollo wasted no time in slamming live 
blinding jabs into the Russian’s static, stoic face. Dragy 
didn’t seem to notice them. 

“Apollo appears to be in great form as he jabs sharply 
at the Russian. Drago slips that last combination wilh 
ease.” 

Drago was faster than pibady expected him to ls 
He moved around the ring confidently, not even attemp! 
ing any real punches. 

“The Soviet youngster is moving with surprising pris 
for a man his size,’ White commented. 


De BO 


tc 00k the fight to Drago. 


"Keep sticking,” Rocky urged from the corner. 

Apollo continued to pursue the elusive giant. This 
isn’t what he had expected, but he could work with it. 
e’d chase the Russian all the way to Siberia if it was 
cessary. Apollo changed direction and landed two swift 

s before Drago weaved away. 

Koloff coldly watched the fight. Drago was following 
ctions. Everything was going according to plan. For 
ice Koloff wasn’t sweating, In fact the air-conditioning 


ul. He felt good. He glanced at Ludmilla. Her eyes 
r focused intently on her husband. 


nd over the jab. Do it!” 


pring points, but not damaging the Russian. Another 
id job. Wham. Drago went over the jab with an express 


sd. He began to backpedal, but it was too late. He had 
iiked into the bear’s cave and he was going to pay the 
se. Drago jumped forward, bombing Apollo with hooks 
rights, Apollo was bobbing and weaving, but the blows 


§ were knocking him off balance. 


laimed. 
"Creed is hurt!” White yelled pointlessly. Everybody 
ling the bout on television had already come to that 
clusion. 


i into a protective crouch, his hands up successfully 
ending his head, but he was paying a high price as 
ize blows to the body rocked him back and forth. 


y, even Rocky, handle Apollo like this. 
eyes to the spectacle. 


7 
es on the attack again. The Russian smiles and 


Rimsky shouted out spsinme Mons in Russian. “Right 


Apollo pressed forward, still connecting with his jabs. 7 


still coming through and taking their toll. Apollo was z 
trouble and he knew it. Just the blows pang on his 


‘Oh, a crushing right by the Russian!” Halburn — 


Tt e right hand had famed Apollo down to his toes. He oe 


peutic watched incredulously. He had never seen any- 


ora winced with each blow, trying but unable to close 


side the ballroom was giving him a slight chill. It felt — 


in right that exploded against Apollo’ s jaw. Apollo stag- a 


“Tie him up!” Rocky cried. “Hold him, Apollo. Gra) 
him!” ay : 

Sensing blood, the crowd was roaring. 

Duke couldn’t believe what he was seeing. 

Apollo attempted to grab the Russian and tie him up 
in a clinch to gain a few seconds to clear his head. Drapu 
pushed him away effortlessly and shoved him into the 
ropes, but Apollo still managed to gain his few seconds 
_ Drago cut loose with a thunderous hook. Apollo slipped 
it brilliantly. The Russian flew into the ropes from the 
momentum of his blow. Apollo backpedaled into the cen 
ter of the ring and stood there waiting. 

“Don’t just stand there!” Rocky ordered. ° 

Drago untangled himself from the ropes and moved 
toward Apollo. | 

“Move!” Duke screamed. 

“The Soviet’s strength is incredible! He just pushed 
Creed back as if he were a rag doll. No one was expectitip 
this!” nS : 

Drago regained the center of the ring, his face siill 
impassive. He was like a well-oiled machine. 

Apollo lunged forward, unleashing a Sunday punch 
that began at his shoelaces. It exploded in the center of! 
Drago’s face. It barely slowed the Russian’s momenturi 
as he plowed forward for the kill. 

“Do it! Do it!” Rimsky yelled. “Knock him out! Now!” 

Vega quietly watched the fight, scrutinizing Drago» 
face to see if Apollo’s right had done any damage. He 
didn’t want a freak cut that would enable the referee to 
stop the fight. 

Drago continued to connect. A right, a left, a shor! 
hook. Apollo went back to his crouch. An angry uppercu! 
brought him out of it. Apollo went on valiantly counte! 
punching while trying to slip the Russian’s devastating 
blows. He was managing to hold his ground, but why did 
he want to? Drago was loose, totally in control. His blows» 
whistled in with a deadly grace. He didn’t even grimav: 
when an occasional blow of Apollo’s connected. 

“The Russian is hammering Creed. The punches cui 
be heard in the tenth row,” Halburn said, awe in his voice 

“But Creed isn’t backing up. That’s a big mistake. Wh) 
isn’t he backing up?” White asked. 
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ollo and 1s 

t a ng on ane aie as tak nde against ae 
m Apollo was operating on guts instead of brains. He 
going against everything he had taught Rocky. He 


od going up against a cool, efficient machine. It was 
lish, but he couldn’t help himself. For every blow he — 


L iarnilla jumped to her feet, cheering for her fucbinee 
it then she looked at Adrian and Cora and sat down, 
i dued but still jubilant. 
“Don’t trade with him,” Rocky yelled: Sasnenied: ; 
» knew what Apollo was doing and why; he had done 
himself. You go against reason, against common sense. 
Voice deep inside you tells you that this is the only way 
‘do it. The voice’s name is pride. 

“Is he crazy?’ Paulie asked. 

Yes, Rocky thought, we all are. | 

Apollo managed to step around Drago and uae an 
edible flurry of picture perfect left-right combinations 
at momentarily halted the Russian. But instead of back- 
| up for more punching room, Apollo insanely called 
the Russian to come ahead. He yelled at Drago and 
tured for the giant to come and get him. 

‘The crowd roared its APELO VA ‘This was the Apollo 
y knew and loved. Dy 
uP Enraged, and showing some omer for the first time, 
go danced forward, feinted, stepped to the right, and 
lashed Apollo flush on the jaw with a powerhouse right 
at seemed to come from nowhere. Apollo felt his legs 
ding. Feeling himself crumbling, he reached out and 
ibbed for the ropes. He slumped against them. 

as moved in for the finish. Punishing body blows 
ed Apollo against the ropes, but he didn’t go down. 
he ees was infuriated, He wanted this over with. 

d yore in Apollo’s corner was Senhine 4 in unison. 
rab him! Tie him up!” | | 
Bpciio couldn’t hear a thing. He was a sponge absorb- 
& punches. 

fl ee Pe ee: End of round one. 

* ok ES 
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sn’t the teacher anymore. He was raging flesh and 


t led, Drago landed three—and they were bone crunch- 4 


Apollo staggered over to his corner. Rocky and Duke 
rushed out to help him. They half supported him until he 
could sit down on the stool. He spat out his mouthpiece 
and slumped on the stool, his arms wrapped around the 
ring ropes. Duke started administering to a cut near Creed’s 
left eye. Rocky wiped the blood from Apollo’s nose while 
Paulie shot water into his mouth. Apollo seemed oblivious 
to all of them. 

Drago strode confidently back to his corner and calmly 
sat down. Rimsky gave him forceful instructions in Rus- 
sian, but Drago was staring intently at Ludmilla. She smiled 
at him. The expression in his eyes changed in a way that 
nobody but Ludmilla could detect. Rimsky shouted loude 
in his ear. Drago turned to him. It was time to get back 
to business. 

Apollo’s eyes were clearing, but his breath was ragged 

when it wasn’t an out-and-out pant. 
Duke looked with concern at the left eye. He had cleared 
the blood away and closed the cut, but the swelling around 
the eye kept increasing, almost to the point of closing 1! 

“Let’s call it!” Duke said. “The fight’s finished.” 

“Nothing is finished,’ Apollo retorted between gasps 

“You can’t do no more, champ.” Duke’s voice was 
sad. 

_“T’m here to fight. * 

“He’s killing you,” Rocky said | quietly “I gotta stop 
this.” 

“Don’t stop it! Promise you won’t stop it. It’s what 


“Don’t do this to me!” Rocky pleaded. But he knew 
it was useless. Mickey had begged him not to contitiv 
when he won the championship. He hadn’t listened. Apolly 
wouldn't, either. Rocky didn’t want to see his friend hut 
- but he understood his desire not to stop. Rocky fell tir 
erable. He wished he had listened to Adrian. “I don) — 

wanna see you get damaged permanent.” 
“T got a right to get hurt,” Apollo said, rising from (hy 
stool. “I’m doing it for me. Please. It’s what I wan! 
“Okay,” Rocky sighed. 


_ The bell again. Round two. 
Apollo 2 t even make it to the center of the rivie 
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re Dio was all over ne He v wasn’t ee Apel : 
he was mauling him. Granite-hard blows rained on Apollo. 


_ by the eye was open again with blood pouring out. 

_ “Drago is all over Creed. He’s going for the kill.” 

} i Cora was standing and screaming. She could hear every — 
punch clearly. She had been hearing them in her night- 
it nares ever since Apollo had left for Las Vegas. She hadn't 
nown what the sounds were then, but she did now. Thev 
were hammer blows driving nails into a coffin. 

“Stop this fight! she shrieked. “For the love of God, 
stop it!” 

_ Adrian grabbed her around the shoulders as Cora col- 
psed back into her chair. 

B Apollo was now being held up by the Russian, whose 


n ‘the barely conscious Apollo. Drago looked at Apollo’s 
loody, battered face, paused, and looked at his own cor- 
. Rimsky wildly gestured for himto continue the assault. __ 
irago recommenced pounding away. All anger was gone 
lom his face. He was expressionless. He couldhavebeen __ 
ining coal. His fist continued to strike like a pickax. 
“Why they haven’t stopped this fight is beyond me,’ 
en said, shock in his voice. & 
Rocky had the towel in his hand and was on the verge 
throwing it in the ring. Adrian rushed up to him. 
“Rocky, he’s dying,” she exclaimed. : 

\s Apollo slammed into the ropes he saw Rocky with 
towel i in his hand. He desperately shook his head no. 
: y God, Creed wants to fight more.” White couldn’t 
eve what he was seeing. 

Rocky looked at Duke. 

Benrow it!’ Duke yelled. 

xcky looked back to Apollo. The same desperate 
lest was on Apollo’s face. Don’t do. it. Don’t throw 

e towel on me. Don’t quitonme. —__ | 
poky dropped the towel to the floor. He couldn’ tdeny 


" final display of raw fighting instinct, Apollo rolled — 
Ne ropes and unleashed a flurry of jabs and hooks 


‘urprised. 
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‘ Every way Apollo moved he ran into a punch. The cut 


thal, arching right hand smashed down again and again 


aged to halt Drago’s brutal assault. Even Drago. 


The crowd went bee. They were one hundred per 
cent behind Creed. 

The referee knew the fight should be stopped, but he 
also knew Creed was capable of miracles. Besides, he'd 
have the crowd all over him if he stopped it now. 

“Creed has stung the giant! The Russian looks wild!” 

*He hurt him!” Rocky yelled to Adrian. “He hurt him!” 

Duke was hanging on the ropes.“ Hook! Hook!” 

Adrian looked at both of them in astonishment. Were 
‘they crazy? A man was committing suicide and they were 
cheering him on. 

“Rocky, please stop this!” she shouted. 

But all of Rocky’s attention. was on the ring. Apollo 
was still trying to battle it out with Drago in a face-lu 
face confrontation rather than use his boxing science, |! 
was dumb and foolish and glorious. Apollo’s punches bepan 
to falter, connecting with the impact of a pillow. Drago 
continued to land punch after punch, building to a sleds 
hammer right that nearly decapitated Apollo. 

Cora Creed ran to ringside, tears streaming down lic! 
cheeks. She grabbed Rocky by the arm. 

“Stop it!” she cried hysterically. “He’s killing him. Stop 
jeree ee 

Rocky grabbed the towei and quickly threw it in thi 
ring. 

Drago was still punching. Apollo rocked te vacely witli 
each blow. It was amazing that he could still stand. 

“The ex-champion is out on his feet. He’s being poun led 
without mercy. Balboa has just thrown i in the towel!” White 
yelled gratefully. 


As soon as he saw the towel the referee stepped in an’ 
tried to separate the fighters. Drago paused again (o low 
at his corner. Rimsky nodded grimly. Drago pushed the 
referee aside and delivered a final blow that could ly 


heard over the din of the crowd. 

“Drago is still attacking Creed. Somebody stop this’ 
Halburn was outraged. The boos from the crowd flouted 
down like rolling thunder. | 

Apollo didn’t know where he was. He felt lighter thay 
air. He was flying and it was wonderful. All the could = 
were blurred lights of many different colors. He had nev 
experienced anything like this before. He wanted to sli! 
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y, and the many-colored lights shattered into blinding 


ind disappeared, leaving only darkness. 


_ The back of Apoilo’s head crashed into the mat with 
q oe sound a watermelon made when dropped 


a - or afew seconds there was complete silence as every- 
ody waited for Apollo to move. 


4 Apollo v was completely still. 
_ Ludmilla lowered her head. When she looked up she 
\ i ‘Adrian glaring hostilely at her. The Russian woman 


Rocky and Duke jumped over the ropes ad ran to 
iollo. Paulie struggled through the ropes and followed 
1 . Ringside physicians were squeezing Hse Uen, med- 
| bags i in hand. 

oloff nodded dryly at Rimsky, who Acknowledged the 
‘tory witha tight smile. Drago moved away from eit, 
if he weren’t there. 
“There’s no movement by Creed! It’s hard to see if 
§ conscious or not! It’s absolute pandemonium!” 
Rocky removed Apollo’s bloodied mouthpiece. 
porters and cameramen had jammed into the ring, 
«king the physicians. 
Rocky looked at them furiously. “Let the doctors in 
fe! Back up!” 
Paulie and Duke roughly pushed them back. A Mini- 
i fell to the mat with a loud crash. 
the ring announcer stared at the frenzied activity in 


The winner by a knockout at fifty-two seconds of the 
md round, Ivan Drago.” Then, almost to himself, he 
sd, “What the hell’s happening here?” 

; r ra slumped into a chair, crying mysionically, Adrian 
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great he felt. Then he heard an explosion far, far a 


livers of white that shot like rockets into a black field 


Drago looked away as if he were no part of Phi inci- 


vilderment. He looked at the timekeeper, who rang the — 


hugged her, tears flowing down her cheeks, too, 
ere The crowd roared its displeasure. It sounded and | 
 jike an earthquake. 
Rimsky took out his Russian flag, carefully untloldy 
it, and draped it over Drago’s immense shoulders. 
If possible, the boos and curses became loude) 
Rimsky guided Drago to the center of the ring, 
the microphone from the announcer, and handed it 
Drago. Some of the cameras in the ring focused on | 
two Russians. 
ee “My name is Drago. I cannot be defeated.” 
Bee A stretcher had been brought wp and Rocky was help 
ing to put Apollo on it. The media personnel still crush 
forward. 

“Everybody get the hell back!” Paulie yelled, his tue 
flushed with anger. : 

“Move it,” Duke warned them, balling up his fist» 

““Where’s the ambulance?” Rocky asked. 

“We've called for one,” a doctor answered as hie pi) 
his stethoscope to Apollo’s heart. 

“There’s not one here?” Rocky couldn’t believe © 
Apollo was going to have a hell of a lawsuit agains! (hee 
people. 

A Minicam operator slipped between Duke and Pauly 
and focused the glaring camera on Rocky. A reports 
shoved a microphone in front of Duke. 

“How is Apollo? Is he dead? How’s Rocky taking this” 

“Get out of here!” Duke growled, fighting back tou 
as he looked at Apollo’s inert body. 

In the center of the ring the cameramen continued © 
film Drago as he droned his rehearsed speech. 

“Tonight I fight an old man, an inferior Ameri 
fighter.” | 

Adrian and Rocky locked eyes for a terrible momen) 
The emotional turmoil the two shared crackled like ele 
tricity. Rocky turned back to Apollo and helped strap lig 
onto the stretcher. 

“Soon I defeat real champion and soon whole woilt 
will know my name: Drago!” 

The cameras moved forward for close-ups of Drage 
His face was unrelentingly fierce and grim. 

Rocky held Apollo’s face in his hands. It seemed ol! 
to see him not flashing his big wide smile. It was as 1! lw 
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rt ould be so ae 

Yes. He was too old—very wea 
k Rocky bent close to Apollo. He Ste still hear him 
“ athing. Apollo was still fighting. He was never a quit- 


“Hold on, Apollo. You’re strong. Hold on. * Rocky said soe 
ike a chant. “Hold on. Hold on.’ ve 
Another reporter questioned the victor. “Drago, Apollo 
ned appears to be in very serious condition. Any com- 

\ n nt?” 

Drago looked at Rimsky. 

“If he dies, he dies,” Rimsky said solemnly. 

Drago surveyed the confusion in the ring, his eyes 
nk and cold. He had done his job. He was content. _ 
n led him out of the ring. Security guards instantly 
ro rounded them as the crowd surged forward, pelting the 
ssians with food and paper items. The Russian flag was 
ined. by the time they reached the safety of their EO St 
on 

With Drago and Rimsky gone all the reporters apd 
meramen turned their attention to Rocky and Apollo. 

® were too many for Duke and Paulie to contain. 
“Get the hell back!’ Paulie yelled as a cameraman got 
him and started filming Apollo and Rocky. 

tocky turned into the camera’ a glare. “Get that light 

| nh him!” 

Du ike grabbed fhe man by the belt and jerked hin away 
m Rocky and PAu: Rocky cradled Apolio’s head in 
arms. : 
told on. You can as it. I know you can. Just hold 
id 

But Apollo let loose and flowed into legend. 


101 


Chapter 1 2 


Amazing grace! 

How sweet the sound 

That saved a wretch like me! 
f once was lost 

But now am found, 

Was blind 

But now I see. 


The robed choir’s ten voices rang clearly in the misty 
early morning air. It was a small funeral for such a flam 
boyant public figure. There were no more than thirty 
mourners at the graveside. Most of them were close friends 
or relatives, with the glaring exceptions of Koloff, Lud 
milla, and their bodyguards. Shortly after their arrival 
television film crew had appeared. Quite a coincidence 

Cora’s black veil hid any tears that she might have 
been shedding. She stood up straight and proud, the way 
Apollo would have wanted her to. She knew that despite 
his public actions he had been a very private family man 
Their two children stood beside her with brave but sad 
faces. 

Rocky, Adrian, and Patilie stood on the other side o! 
Cora. Adrian gripped Rocky’s hand tightly. Paulie wore 
the same suit he had worn to Mickey’s funeral. 

After the fight there had been a barrage of newspape! 
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dn magazine stories questionne ihe legality and aot . 


nce in the ring was to be depiored and condemned, they 
all highlighted grisly photos of Apolio’s death. Letters to 
t th 1e editors of various newspapers had suggested that 
retaliatory steps be taken against Drago—an eye for an _ 
eye, a boxer for a boxer. Of course, none of these cou- _ 
re ageous letters was signed. 
_ The casket was simple: black with brass handles. Under 
th ie closed lid Apollo reposed on white satin. — 

Rocky stared at the casket, so lost in his self- 
" ondemnation that he barely heard Duke’s eulogy. a 
_ “Men are made for the end from the very beginning. _ 
Apollo Creed was a warrior. He lived and he died by the | 
: yde of the warrior. The warrior has the right to choose 
his way of life and his way of death, and we are bound 
to respect this sacred right.” 

_ Cora knew that Duke meant well. He had been Apollo’s — 
friend from the very beginning. They were almost like 
> rothers. But she couldn’t agree with a philosophy that 
sondoned what had happened. She didn’t want her sons 
© grow up to be boxers. Years back there had been a 
ational outcry of rage after a woman in New York had 
been stabbed to death while her neighbors watched with- 
out attempting to intervene. But thousands had been 
heering while Cora’s husband was beaten to death in Las 
Vegas. She had more respect for the people in New York 
jho had closed their doors to the poor woman. At least 
hey had had enough sense to know that something was 
yrong and that they should be afraid. But people had paid 
o see her husband murdered. She could think of no other 
. for it—it was murder, just as surely as if he had 
en stabbed to death. No, she didn’t want her sons to 
: ¢ warriors. She wanted them to be men. 

“He ‘knew that with all his success he had not come 
lose to answering the questions he had inside. And he 
ished hard to find those answers. Now only he knows 
thether he found them. His place among those who loved 
m will be empty until one day it is filled and the circle 
¥ y completed. Thank God men are made for the glorious 
As the beginning.” | 

Adrian looked at Rocky. His reddened eyes were set — 
va poe os of vengeance. It upset her. He had been 
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of | ees Despite the editorial stance of most that vie- 


terrified her. 

Rocky stepped forward and put hice heavyweipht 
championship belt on the casket. The television crew 
moved in closer to get a better shot. 

Koloff nodded to Ludmilla. She stepped forward am! 
approach Cora, a folded American flag in her hands. Kolofl 
followed her. The director of the film crew indicated ts 
the cameraman to focus on the Russians and Cora. 

-Koloff spoke first. 

“Excuse us, we are very sorry over your tragic lows 
Ludmilla wanted to show our respect.” 

“Move in closer,” the director whispered to the camera 
man. 

-“T feel the pain as much as you,” Ludmilla said softly 
“But we are both wives of fighters. No one is to blame.” 
“No one?” Cora asked, irony crackling in her voice 
Apollo hadn’t beaten himself to death. There had beer 

two people in the ring that night. 

“Tt is the life we choose to live. Your inane was 
good man.’ 

“How do you know what he was?” 

“Because you are a good woman. Please take this 1» 

a symbol of friendship and respect.” 

Cora stared at the flag, then back at Ludmilla. 

“We brought our own,” she said dryly. 

Cora motioned to her oldest son. He stepped forwari 
and placed an American flag next to Rocky’s belt on the 
casket. 

“Please,” Ludmilla went on, faltering, ° ‘accept my sin 

cere sympathy.” 

Cora didn’t answer. fisted she nodded to Duke, who 


- motioned to the cemetery man. There was a whirring 


noise, and the casket began its descent. 

Ludmilla and Koloff hurried off, their security men 
hustling after them. 

Rocky stared at Cora. She looked pecs at him, he 
gaze hard and steady. — 

“He was your friend.... 

Rocky felt a chill go Ae him. 

“Why didn’t you stop it?” Cora demanded. 

Rocky lowered his eyes to the casket. He had no answer. 
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sk hit the bottom of the grave with a dull clunk. 
yok her children and left. The other mourners 
, too. : ; Bie 
See you, Apollo,” Paulie said, and, taking Adrian by 
arm, he walked to the waiting limousine. 

Rocky took one last look at the grave, then joined 


m. 
i 


Rocky gazed out the tinted window of the limousine. 
, SS miserable, maybe even worse than when Mickey 
‘died. 
“TI know what you’re thinking.” Adrian broke into his_ 
jughts. “You want revenge. Don’t let this happen. You | 
n't do anything for Apollo now. What if you end up the 
me way? Apollo wouldn’t want that. It could happen, 
uu Know. You're not Superman, you’re just a man. Box- 
‘has already killed your two best friends.” 

Paulie didn’t take offense. He knew what she meant. 
i ‘ou said before you were afraid of losing everything, — 
icky. You might do it if you keep thinking like this.” 
“J let it happen,” Rocky said bitterly. 


the blame. He was your friend. You would have done 
ything to protect him. You have to believe that. You 
) believe that, don’t you?” ; | 

_ Rocky continued to stare out the window, his eyes 
stant, his jaw tense. Adrian watched him, feeling help- 


Paulie could feel the tension emanating from Rocky. 
m1 jething was going to happen. | 
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“No, you didn’t. It was no one’s fault. You can’t take | 


"sports car was parked in a red zone. When Rocky got oul! 


‘Newspapers hung from a kiosk on the corner, their how! 


Chapter 13 — 


Rocky pulled the car over to the curb of the busy New 
York City street and parked, leaving the motor idling i 
neutral and pulling up the emergency brake. Paulie pul 
out of the passenger side and walked around the front vf 
the car. A policeman scrutinized him carefully. The bliach 


the policeman recognized him and waved. You didn’t jive 
a ticket to the champ. Rocky waved back as he held tly 
door open for Paulie. Paulie slid in behind the stecriiy 
wheel, a delighted smile filling his face. He felt like a hid 
again. Rocky leaned down by the window. 

“I want you to park this and wait for me in the coll 
shop on the first floor. Got it?” Rocky asked. 

“Got it!” Paulie assured him, too enthusiastically 

. “[ don’t wanna see no dents in this when we go hon 

Paulie’s face assumed a look of violated innocem+ 
How could Rocky even think that? Rocky pushed tly 
lock button down on the driver’s door and stepped awa) 
from the car. Paulie eased the car into the traffic withu 
signaling. 

Rocky frowned, then stepped onto the sidewall 


lines still branding Drago a monster. The story was 15 1) 
as ever. Busy city humanity surged around him, Sonu 
gave him curious stares, but most of them were 1 
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r inks. He stared up at the monolith in front of him. It 
vas an older skyscraper, more concrete and steel than 
Hass. ; 


‘meeting scheduled with them today. He had sent them 
proposal and now he was going to hear their reply. He 
0k a deep breath and entered the building. 


I sat on one side of the long, polished conference table; 
ocky sat on the other. The commissioners looked alike, 
linded alike, even dressed alike. Rocky felt he was 


vious. The lawyer looked sympathetic, but Rocky knew 
it meant nothing. A lawyer was a lawyer was a lawyer. 
© atmosphere of the room was tense. 


the answer is still the same.” 

ocky shifted in his chair. He was tired, despondent. 
haggard face showed that he hadn’t been sleeping 
ll, Nothing had gone well with him since the Creed 
* = 


w 
| 


*Can’t you change the rules?” he asked. 
‘Under the present Federation rules, a fight between 
/and this Russian is not and will not be permitted.” 
tocky stared coldly at them. The Spanish Inquisition 
had rules, but that didn’t make it a good thing. Rules 
't exist by themselves. They had to be made by peo- 
interpreted by people, and changed by people. 


mally. “The Russian has yet to have one legitimate 
‘ssional fight. His bout with Creed was a publicity 
i that backfired. Whether you want to believe it or 
Drago is still considered an amateur.” | 
ey obviously hadn’t seen Drago fight, Rocky thought. 
Russian was an amateur, then Xaviera Hollander 
Virgin. : 
's unfortunate that these things happen,” the com- 
oner continued, “but they do.” 

if 


et i AOk 


ed in their own problems to even notice him. _ 
es, he was dressed in a business suit, not boxing — 


_Rocky’s gaze lingered on the thirteenth floor. The _ 
United Boxing Federation was located there. Rocky hed ~ 


4 , oe 
The five-man commission and the Federation lawyer 


ldressing a body with five heads. He didn’t like what | 
@ five heads were saying, and his displeasure was 


“We've gone over the facts many times, Mr. Balboa, — 


Let’s be realistic,” one of the commissioners said more _ 


t 


“The bout atl Creed was just a fluke,” another one 
of the heads added. 

A fluke! Rocky gripped the arms of bis hair tightly 
He couid still see Apollo’s head smashing into the mat 
A dead man is not a fluke. He’s a dead man! 


The car’s motor purred a lullaby to Paulie as he drove 
along the crowded streets. He had meant to go straight 
to a parking lot, but once he started gliding along in the 
sports car his iron will melted. He pushed a button and 
the window slid down. The street noises rushed | in, vital 
izing him even more. . 

Before he knew it he was in Times Square, drawn (a 

it like iron filings to a magnet. He gawked out the window 
What a circus. People were strutting up and down Forty 
second Street in some of the most outlandish outfits he 
had ever seen: leather mixed with lace, steel chains wit! 
velvet gloves. Prostitutes, pimps, bums, tourists, even 
New Yorkers lined the sidewalks. When Paulie wasn’! 
leering he was laughing. It was all so sordid and silly 
Maybe not that silly. He was glad that he was in the car, 
a spectator, not a participant. 
_ Suddenly a taxi lurched out in front of him. Paulie 
_ slammed on the brakes, almost driving his head through 
_ the windshield. He was fast, but not fast enough. Slam! 
He heard the sickening crunch of metal against metal 
The burly taxi driver got out of his car with an angry 
scowl cn his face and four-letter words rushing from his 
mouth like a raging river. © 

Paulie slumped down in his seat. 

Why me, Lord, why me? 


“Let’s be rational. Once Drago moves up in the rank 
ings—once he is in the top ten— you have our blessings,” 

“That might take a couple of years, * Rocky said, his 
voice weary. 

“Yes, it could. But if it helps prevent another fatality, 
it’s well worth it.” 

But what about the fatalities Drago might cause while 
working his way up the ranks, Rocky wondered. 

The ‘lawyer leaned forward earnestly. “The best way 
to have boxing banned is to have one more acci 
dent—” | 
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yecially of this magnitude,” interjected a head that 
sviously been silent. | 
The lawyer frowned at him, then continued. “The pub- 
arassment and legal entanglements would be extraor- 
Bey.” 

Rocky didn’ t ae to put his foot into something to 
now what it was. Sugarcoated or not, it smelled the 
tr e. The world might be a lot better off if people kept 
eir good intentions concerning other people to them- 

i Ives. 

“What you’re really saying is you don’t think I have 
chance, right?” Rocky demanded. e 
The commissioner’s smile was condescending. “What _ 
saying is why tempt fate. Let’s find out more about 
$ man. Let’s see what develops. So far, he’s had one 
Bfessional fight, and one man is dead.” 
« Rocky shook his head in disgust. You’re really telling 
Ie e news, he thought as he rose from his chair and strode | 
‘ily towards the door. 

MR cky, I’m sure you want to know the bottom line 
n all this,” the lawyer said earnestly. “It’s all rules. You _ ‘ 
ve rules, we have rules, and everyone has to abide by 4 
h ose rules. It’s that simple.” 

} Rocky knew there wasn’t a damned thing in this com- 
lex world that was simple. He paused, the door halfe 
1. pen. ‘ 
a “There’ s gotta be a time when rules stop and people ; 
i aj he door Sanned shut on Rocky’s ploanenl last state- 

| rent to the commissioners. 


6 i aulic wasn’t in the coffee shop And diese was still 
vod on the shelves. Unusual, Rocky mused. He stepped _ 
lit onto the sidewalk and abruptly stopped. Paulie was 

ta iding by the right front fender of the car, but even his 
irth couldn’t hide the huge dent. Rocky groaned. 

i “Rocky, ean” : 

f The words started to rush out of Paulie’ s mouth. Rocky 
ighed. 

1e end to a senreel day. 
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Chapter 14 


Adrian had told Rocky about her pregnancy before he 
submitted his request to the United Boxing Federation 
He was happy, but it didn’t change his decision to fight 
Drago. She didn’t understand, and he couldn’t explain it 
to her. It was just something that he had-to do. Needless 
to say, their relationship became strained. They talked 
less and less, and Rocky thought he saw an accusatory 
look on Adrian’s face. Rocky Junior sensed that some 
thing was wrong, but he was used to not understanding 
things, so he took it in stride. Adults could learn a lot 


from kids, he thought. 


_ The decision of the Federation disappointed Rocky, 
but it didn’t deter him. He had put his championship belt 
on Apollo’s casket; now he handed the title back to the 
Federation. If he couldn’t fight on their terms, then he'd 


fight on his own—or, as it turned out, on the Russians’ 


The press conference had been hastily called, but that 
didn’t affect the attendance of the media personnel. The 
banquet room where the conference was being held was 
packed with reporters, Minicams, and still photographers. 
The glare from flash bars and Minicams was intense. 
Attention was focused on a long table at the front of the 
room. Rocky and Paulie sat at one end of the table; the 
Russian contingent, including Ludmilla, sat at the other. 
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was none 263 the ballyhoo or sense of sow be that . 
aracterized the previous press conferences. No 
k no smiles, just questions and answers. 

“Rocky, 1 is the decision final?” 
moxes.” 
“Rocky—Rocky, over here. please,” another topo 
led. “Is this the first time a champion has given up his 
frown?” ve 
“That I don’t know.” 
“Doesn’t the title mean anything to you anymore?” 
“Not until this is over,” Rocky answered with a hard- 
‘ss in his voice that surprised even Paulie. : 
The attention shifted to the Russian side of the table. 


hir k you’re moving along too quickly?” i 
“Why wait?” Rimsky said. “Drago is ready now.” 
“But Rocky Balboa will have no official championship 
tle. If you win, it will be a hollow victory.” 
-Koloff scoffed at the statement. “The world knows he _ 
| the true champion. When he is defeated we will be | 
scognized as the best in the world.” 
_ “Drago?” A reporter waved for recognition. Drago 
odded his head. “Any feelings on this fight?” 
Re Whispering, Koloff translated the question to Drago 
ind listened to his reply. He smiled broadly at the press. 
_ “Drago has told me it will be an easy fight.” 
Ludmilla looked at Koloff suspiciously. She wondered 
W hat Drago had really said. 
_ “Coach Rimsky, considering Rocky’s known punching 
) sower, do you think this fight will be easy?” 

_ Rimsky glanced at Koloff, an uneasy look of hesitancy 
in nhis eyes. But Koloff nodded firmly. Rimsky’s voice was _ 
i flat monotone as he replied, “Yes, of course. As easy 
is the fight in Las Vegas.” 
_ A grim silence greeted this statement. 
_ Rocky glared at Rimsky. 
i -Koloff broke the silence. “It is a matter of science and 
volution, isn’t it, gentlemen? Drago is thirteen years _ 
younger and the most perfectly trained fighter ever. This 
r man has not the size or the stamina or the genetics 
.’ He looked over at Rocky and laughed. GAS 
3 cally impossible for this little man to win. Drago is 
ok at the future.” | 
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“We know you've agreed to take this fight. Do you — A 
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A reporter glanced questioningly at Rocky. 

“What do you say to all this?” 

“T’ll do my talking in the ring.” 

“Rocky, there’s no mention of it so far, but what’s you 
salary for this fight?” 
| “No money.’ 

Astonishment. * Nothing?” 
“It’s not about money.’ 
| This was a different Rocky than the reporters had seen 
| . Se He seemed older, harder. 
f 
f 
: 


“Has the fight date been set?” 

“In nine weeks, December twenty-fifth.” 

“Qn Christmas? Why Christmas?” 
“That’s the day I was told,” Rocky said. 
Paulie looked at Rocky in disbelief. Rocky had been 
acting strangely since Apollo’s death, but he had done 

nothing to indicate that he was this irregular. Nobody 

fights on Cusine. day. There was something eerie about 
it. 
“Are you nuts?” Paulie whispered discreetly. 

“Rocky, what’s going on here?” somebody asked, con 
fusion evident in his voice. 

Instead of replying, Rocky just stared at Drago, his 
eyes glistening like dark marbles. 

“There’s a rumor that the fight’s going to be in the 
Soviet Union—Leningrad, to be exact. Is that true?” 

“Yes,” Rocky confirmed. 

Jeez, first Christmas day, now Leningrad. Paulie won 
dered what was coming next. Pistols at fifty paces, maybe 
Paulie didn’t even have a winter coat. He had spent all 
his money getting the fender repaired. Rocky hadn't 
wanted him to, but Paulie had insisted, at Adrian’s urging 
He wondered how the beer was in Russia. 

“Why did you agree to this?” 

“Vil go where I have to go.” 

_The reporters thought that Rocky was making Clint 
Eastwood seem like a real blabbermouth. 
“We fight in Soviet Union or we fight nowhere,” Kolol! 
said. “Why don’t you ask his wife why. Ask why she is 
afraid of what will happen here.” He looked at Ludmilla 
“Tell them, please.” 

Ludmilla didn’t need much urging. “I am afraid for my) 
husband’s life. We have threats of violence everywhere. © 
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here is not only the violence in this country. There _ 
. the fact that we would never get a fight judged fairly _ 
ere. Yes, we fight in Soviet Union or nowhere,” Koloff _ 
oncluded. 

_ “Why the sudden change in attitude towards Amer- 
ca?” a reporter asked, remembering the previous speeches 
udmilla had made. : 

_ “No, you changed, not us,” Ludmilla said, her voice 
‘ising in pitch. “We came here as visiting athletes, not as 
snemies, but you call Drago a murderer. No, you changed, 
jot us.” : 

_ Areporter jumped on that. “Are you making a political 
tatement with this fight?” 

_ “We are not in politics,” Ludmilla insisted. “All I want 
s for my husband to be safe, to be treated fairly.” 

_ “What makes you say he isn’t being treated fairly?” 

_ ~You—the press! You call him a killer! He’s a profes- 
ional fighter, not a killer. You have this belief that you 
ire better than us. You have this belief that this country 
8 80 very good, and we are so very bad—that you are 
© very fair, and we are so very cruel.” 

'~“Yes,;” Koloff added, “these are all lies and false prop- 
anda to support this antagonistic and violent govern- 
ment.” | 

_ Paulie jumped to his feet. Enough was enough. : 
“Violent? We don’t have to keep our people in with 
© wall or machine guns!” : . 

“Who are you?” Koloff demanded. : 

“Who am I? I’m the unsilent majority, big mouth!” — 
Paulie shouted. : i 

“Yes, insult us. It’s more typically rude behavior toward 
dreign visitors.” Koloff’s smile wasn’t pleasant. “Well, 
berhaps the simple defeat of this little so-called champion 
ill be a perfect example of how pathetically weak your _ 
ociety has become! We go now.” 

The Russians stood up and started to walk out. As 
Mrago passed Rocky he stopped and glared down at him. — 
tocky got to his feet and silently returned the stare. 
“For you, I feel one thing,” the Russian giant said in 
lear English, “pity.” | | 

ash bars went off like firecrackers as photographers 
d forward, pushing each other as they tried to get a 
r angle of this classic confrontation. 
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“I can read the headline now,” a reporter joked 
“Grudge Fight Set for Soviet Union.” 

It was on the front page of the sports section the nes 
morning. ) 


~ 
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nd ao as a secret diplomatic ae It was assumed 
iat they were no longer interested in becoming accli- 
atized to America. Besides, they had accomplished their 


Sg 


‘iginal mission. Drago was going to have his bout with 


J a place i in eich to work out. But it wasn’t that way. : 
Ihen Rocky arrived at the gym with his training bag in 
Rend and Paulie by his side he discovered that the 


A ee flag was strung across the center of the gym, 
many of those present waved small American flags. 
ie wished he had thought of that gimmick. There was 
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_ various slogans printed on them: AMERICA #1, DON" 
BOMB—SEND ROCKY, BEAT THE BEAR, PRIDE OF 


_ AMERICA, U.S.A, ALL THE WAY. 


Duke stepped out of the crowd. “Hey, Rock. Great (9 
see you. 

“Thanks,” Rocky said as they shook hands. “What is 
this?” 

“Looks like you got people crazy around here.” 

Rocky recognized a lot of familiar neighborhood faces 
in the crowd. Father Carmine hadn’t changed a bit. Mike. 
the old cleanup man at the gym, now shuffled instead uo! 
walked, his gray flattop hairstyle replaced by a bald pate 
ringed with snow-white hair. Joe Czack looked too heavy 
_ to get behind the bar he tended, much less to climb through 
the ropes of a ring. Spider Rice was as shy and hesitait 
as ever and his smile was just as warm. The Big Dippe! 
was shrinking with age, but his handshake was still firm 
Some were noticeable by their absence. Tony Gazzo, 
Rocky’s former. employer, had retired from the loan 
sharking business when somebody put a bullet in his head 
His ever-present bodyguard, who resembled a glum cipai 


store Indian, had died from grief at the same time will 


two bullets in his head. Others were just missing—froze 
under a pile of papers in an alleyway, lost on a darstoo! 
Life went on. | 
A button-down- -type sportscaster from one of the locul 
television stations jammed a microphone in front of Rocky. — 

“Rocky, can we have a quick word with you?” 

“T really don’t have a lot of time. I’m here to work.” 

“Just a few minutes, please,” the sportscaster begged 

Rocky reluctantly gave his okay. 

The sportscaster turned to his crew. “Roll,” he com 
manded, looking into the camera. “We’re here for what 
appears to be a pep rally, but in truth it is a gathering o! 
fight fans and well-wishers for Rocky Balboa. The reason” 
Today he starts training for the Russian giant, Ivan Drago.” 
The sportscaster directed his attention back to Rocky. 
“Rocky, you’re back in the gym preparing to defend a 
title you no longer possess. Why?” 

“What’s just the way things worked out.” 

“There have been rumors that you peaked after you 
defeated Clubber Lang and that you’re ready to be taken.” 
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took cobyasea at a “That? sa stupid question, 
comment, Recko.” 


se that counts,” Rocky said quietly. 
_ “Though the Russian is relatively dear the odds 
‘even at this point. How do you feel about this lack a 
BP fidence from the fight authorities?” — jes 
_“That’s how it is.” 
“Today” S sports section stated that you, thirty-eight 
ears old with aging legs and over seventy-five hard 
wofessional fights behind you, should perhaps have > 
| aoe now, with this fight being set on Christmas 
, the whole event is being called ‘The Immaculate 
Deception’ Any feelings about it?” 
; Rocky smiled at Paulie. 
_“Y’know, Paulie, it’s funny how the same guys that 
vorked hard building you up work harder tearing you 
i lo wn.” 
_ Both Paulie and Duke nodded grim agreement. 
_ Rocky turned back to the sportscaster. “Thanks for 
coming over, but I gotta go now.’ 
a Bore last thing,” the sportscaster persisted. “Don’t | 
ke this wrong, but what is the real reason for fighting 
the Russian? For the glory or the guilt?” 
: — “Guilt?” 
_ “For what you let pee to Apollo Breed. ” 
_ The brash young sportscaster wilted under Rocky’s 
penetrating stare. He knew he’d have to change shirts 
a fter this interview. 
“You're pushing real hard,” Rocky said. “I hope you 
zg get a raise.’ 
_ The Spouses: let out a sigh of relief. 


' Bedtime for a little or 

B Rocky slung his son Tarzan-style over his shoulder and 
¢ BE ied him up the stairs. Rocky smiled as the padded 
feet of the pajamas squirmed in front of him. 
“It’s still early,” Rocky Junior said, his voice muffled 


“T don’t want to go to sleep.” 
“How’re you going to grow?” 
“Take vitamins.” 
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“There’s always a chance of oe but it’s how you ia 


The kid was quick. Rocky gave him credit for that. 

“Wise guy.” He thumped him affectionately on his rear. 

“Daddy, everybody says you’ve gonna fight a giant 
man.” 

“Yeah, he’s tall.” 

“Why?” 3 

“Because he took his vitamins,” Rocky joked. 

“That’s not what I mean.” | 

~ “It?s something I’ve got to do,” Rocky said soberly. 
-They entered Rocky Junior’s bedroom. A single lamp 
was on by the bed. Its glow revealed an array of neatly 
placed toys. Mrs. Tulio had been hard at work trying to 
make order out of chaos. Good for her, Rocky thought, 
it’s the effort that counts. He lowered his son to the bed 
and pulled the covers over him. 

“Dad, the kids at school say you’re gonna lose. They 
think you’re getting too old to fight.” | 

“Tam, believe me.” 

“T want to fight, too.” 

“No way!” Rocky said firmly. 

“Why not? You do it.” — 

“T do it cause I have to. I do it so you won’t have to 
Understand?” 

“No.” } 

“You will. | want you to use your head, not your hands, 
to make a living. That’s what would make me proud.” 

Rocky bent over and kissed his son. Rocky Junio! 

_ hugged him tightly. Rocky turned out the lamp and started 
for the door. / 

“Daddy?” 

“Yeah?” 

“YT think you'll win.” 

“IT love you,” Rocky said. 

“T love you, too.” It was a beautiful voice floating out 
of the darkness. 

Rocky closed the door behind him and stepped out intu 
the hallway. Adrian was at the bottom of the staircase 
They locked eyes for a fleeting moment, then almost pain 
fully stepped out of each other’s view. 


Rocky was tired from the day’s workout. He let Pauli 
drive the car. Paulie saw it as a promotion of sorts. As 
they approached the driveway a group of women of viii 
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ts surrounded the car. Rocky sighed and lowered his’ 
dow. The smiling faces bunched together by his door. 
€ group leader handed him a folded flag. 


sent you with an American flag that has actually flown 
Over the Capitol.” 
“Thank you,” Rocky said, resting the flag on his lap. 


an inspiration to us all.” 
_ “Thank you. : 


6 


Hope you knock him out.” The statement sounded 
odd coming out of her grandmotherly mouth. 

_ Rocky smiled and nodded his head reassuringly. 

_ Paulie pushed the gate beeper and proceeded down the 
eway. Before the gate closed Paulie caught a glimpse 
he rearview mirror of the women still waving. 


He 

“Don’t we all,” Rocky mumbled. 
Rocky noticed a strange car parked by the garage. It 
one of those supposedly anonymous-looking cars that 
amed official business. Rocky’s only question was 
ther it was local or bigger than that. ae 
Rocky and Paulie entered through the kitchen door. 
Rocky Junior was making a colorful concoction in a drip- 


ping salad bowl. It would be either delicious or toxic. 


) Hi, Dad.” . 


_ “Hi, what’re you doing?” 


Nga 


“Oh, that’s weird!” his son squealed appreciatively. 


m glad you’re home,” she said, kissing him on the 
. We have company.” | 

aw the car. Who?” 

o men from the State Department.” 
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“Mr. Balboa, we hope we’re not disturbing you, but _ 
we represent the Sisters of the Revolution, a group that : 
upholds the American ideals. And we would like to pre- 


Don’t let it bother you,” he told Rocky, “they mean : i , 


Adrian entered, her face softer than Rocky expected. 


S ages wearing red, white, and blue ribbons on their. ea 


“You're welcome,” the woman beamed, “and you’re 


Rocky took Adrian by the hand and they left the kitchen. 

Paulie took a closer look at his nephew’s masterpiece. 
Maybe it could be saved yet. 

“Add some bananas and don’t ask no questions.” 


The two State Department men were sitting on the 
couch, coffee cups in hand, when Rocky and Adrian 
entered the living room. They were both in their forties, 
one a little thicker around the waist than the other. Both 
were dressed in conservative business suits and the same 
color ties. Tweedledee and Tweedledum. They put down 
their coffee cups and rose as Rocky crossed the room, 
Adrian made the introductions. 

“Rocky, this is Mr. Griffin and Mr. Holmes.” 

Rocky shook hands with both of them. 

“Pleasure, Mr. Balboa,” Griffin said. “I’m a big fan of 
yours.” 

“We both are,” Holmes confirmed. 

“Beautiful home here,” Griffin said, waiting for a re 
action from Rocky as to how their visit was affecting 
him. Was he curious? Intimidated? What? 

Rocky just nodded. 

“Well, you're a busy man, o Griffin couemncd ’ ‘so we'll . 
get down to the reason we’re here.” 

At this point Paulie entered with a half-devoured Yan 
kee Doodle creme-filled abomination in his hand. The 
robot trailed behind him carrying a beer. 

The government men were startled by his and the 
robot’s appearance. 

Paulie held up the Yankee Doodle. 

“Yo, Adrian, weren’t there two of these left?” 

“You had one for breakfast.” 

“T had eggs and bacon.” 
| “Eggs, bacon, and a Yankee Doodle,” Adrian reminded 

him. 
_ “Oh,” he said, disappointed. ‘But then one was bette! 
than none. 

Rocky looked at the visitors. “You were getting to the 
point. . | 
“Antly put,” Holmes said. “The State Department lias 
been following the details of this fight for quite a while, 
and, quite simply, we have been asked to request that you 
not go to Russia and take part in a fight of this magnitude 
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r these circumstances. We believe that this type of 
0 es know, the typical us against them—can only 
ase the two countries to move further apart and create 
N iether friction in relations.” He smiled nervously. 
Already people are calling it World War III.” 

“4 know what you’re saying,” Rocky said. 

é “Of course you do,” Griffin agreed. “The controversy 
; only going to grow, the national fervor is only going 
ty) ‘Srow, and if something very unfortunate were to hap- 
en—” 

“Like if you lose—” Holmes interjected. 

Griffin was surprised by his associate’s bluntness. He 
ried to smooth it over. “It could happen.” 

Holmes plowed on. “And with it would come tremen- 
0 mus international embarrassment, and truthfully, at this 
ge of your career, you don’t need unnecessary embar- 
fas BE inent and humiliation, and neither does your country.” 
_Now it was Griffin’s turn to be blunt. “Of all the data 
e’ve reviewed, along with the extensive computer read- 
its, it is conclusive that you’re going to lose. I mean, 
Ar. Balboa, let’s face it, you can’t beat the computer.” 

' “Never fought one,” Rocky said calmly. “Y’know, all 
want to do is settle something for me. [ don’t want to 
hibarrass this country or anybody else. I love this coun- 
'Y; it gave me everything I got. But this fight iS about 
unching, not politics. It’s just between two men.’ 

pit’ s more involved than that,” Holmes assured every- 


“No, it isn’t,” Adrian declared. “Like he said, this is 
ist between Rocky and another man, no politics, no 
dstanding. He’s given up his peace of mind, and,” 
he added, looking pointedly at Rocky, “he seems ready 
) give up anything to do this. And you have no right to 
top him, no matter what you think. e 

“We can revoke your passport,” Holmes threatened. 
ie strode angrily from the room. Rocky watched 
, his eyes shining with pride. She was a real clutch 
tt er. 
Re Paulie grabbed the beer from the sou and took a king- 
Ze e swig. 
He ain't doing nothing illegal so you ain't revoking 
ing. And you ain’t dealing with morons here. You 
;are federal employees and we’re taxpayers and that 
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means we pay you, so as your employer Pm revoking 
you off that sofa and out of this house.” 

The startled government men left without saying good. 
bye. Paulie took another swig of beer, a glowing look ot! 
contentment on his face. Rocky patted him on the shoul 
der as he walked toward the kitchen. He met Adrian in 
the hallway heading in the opposite direction, her arms 
full of pressed linen. ; 

“Thanks for standing up for me in there.” 

“Rocky, I don’t believe in what you’re doing, but they 
don’t have a right to stop you, either.” 

Then she was gone before he could say anything more 
He was getting tired of this avoidance number of hers, 
but he didn’t know what to do about it short of canceling 
the fight. And that he wouldn’t do. 

Entering the kitchen, Rocky saw his son staring su! 
_ftenly at the bow! of Jell-O. Several banana peels were 
nearby on the counter. 

“What’s wrong?” 

“Unele Paulie made me put bananas in it. 1 hate 
bananas.” 

Rocky put a comforting arm around his son’s smal! 
shoulders. ae 

“Yeah... sometimes life can be kinda rough.” 

Especially when you’re a snowball in hell, he though! 


Rocky was working the speed bag. Rat-tat-tat. He 
enjoyed losing himself in the rhythm of it. Rat-tat-ta! 
Body over mind. He was jarred out of his reverie by 
flashbulbs suddenly popping nearby. Two excited spec 
tators rushed back to the bleachers, the Polaroid shots 
already sliding out the bottom of their cameras. They 
looked with pleasure at the sickly green exposures. 

Duke looked at his stopwatch. “Time! Let’s get in thre« 
rounds on the heavy bag.” 

As they waiked over to the heavy bag Paulie, weariny 
a T-shirt with printing declaring A VERY IMPORTAN| 
PERSON, wiped the sweat off Rocky with a towel. 

“Yo, | can’t stand all these people eyeballing. How 
about you?” he asked Rocky. 

Rocky was breathing heavily. 

“You taik to Adrian lately?” 

“Hey, she’s weirding out. If I was you I’d mark a day 
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he calendar, like every two weeks, and give her a 
k in the mouth. That teaches.” 
@ “Teaches what?” - 

i _ “Respect, pal.” 
“You got a very twisted personality, Paulie. Y’ know, 
he ’s gonna have another kid.” 

“No. ; 
j “Yeah.” 
_ “When do you get the time?” Paulie asked. 
_ Just then a group of older men wearing olive drab over- 
€ eas caps festooned with military medals approached. They 

ere obviously World War II veterans from the local V.F.W. 
4 

he leader of the group stepped forward. 
_ “Rocky, some of the local vets would like to give you — 
h is here’—he handed Rocky a hat similar to the ones 
th hey were wearing— ‘and we hope you knock the hell out 
im for America and the Veterans of Foreign Wars.” 
Thanks, but ’m—” Rocky attempted to object, but 
Bot was listening to him. 
“Let’s have a picture with you,” the vet continued. 
‘t Bob, use your camera.’ 
Suddenly Rocky was surrounded by the smiling old 
men. He. couldn’t help but wonder how accurate their 
memories of war were. He looked at the overseas cap. 
When opened it had a crease that ran the length of the 
op. It was similar to the popular Russian hat. The irony 
isn’t lost on Rocky. 
BPaulic watched, his eyes full of empathy, as Rocky 
nosed, a smile frozen on his face. 


_ There were more fans waiting outside the gate when 
hey arrived home. It was the same: flags, cheering, the 
18 a platitudes. Rocky was beginning to understand how 
rs got started. 

% “And I thought I had a lotta pressure,” Paulie said. 
" ulie would have been hard put to specify what that 
ressure was, but he bore it gracefully. 

Rocky stared straight ahead, the same smile frozen on 
is lips, his eyes vacant. People raised their cameras. 


“Pop. Click. Pop. Click. 


Adrian woke up to discover that she was alone in the 
ved. She slipped on a robe and went out into the darkened 
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UKE: A he need from oe S aay She went {0 
it like a ship to a beacon. 
Rocky was taking down all his awards and trophies 
when she entered the room. 
“Rocky es ; 
“Yeah?” He turned around, startled. 
“What are you doing?” she asked, moving to his side 
“I’m just putting this stuff away.” 
She glanced at the boxes that were OAS filled with 
memorabilia. 
“Why?” ; 
“They remind me of ines: otehone that I did i in the 
past. I just wanna think about what I gotta do now.’ 
“You don’t have to do gs 
A long pause. ; 
 “T gotta leave here.” He saw the look of concern oi) 
her face. “I can’t get ready here. Too inaely things inte! 
rupting—” 
“Then find another gym.” 
“Tt’s not the gym. It’s here..I gotta get all this off my 
mind.” 
“All this? You mean your family?” 
Silence greeted her question. Rocky put some more 
awards in a box. 
“Where are you going?” she asked quietly. 
| “They're gonna let me train in Russia. I wanna trait 
_ where there’s nobody I know.” 
_ That could be here, she thought, because I hardly know 
you anymore. 
“Rocky, don’t do this. Give it some time.” 
“TI don’t have much time.” 
“You re not the only one who lives with hurt. Lots ol 
peopie do.” 
“A lotta peopie don’ t have a choice. I do.” 
“And for that you’re willing to risk eee: ” she 
said angrily. 
“TI can’t live feeling like I do ede. I gotta get it oul.’ 
“You're the one who’s keeping this revenge thing ae 
When Apollo fought it wasn’t for vengeance, it was fol 
a cause. Rocky, please don’t do this to yourself. After all 
the hell you’ve been through, you’d think you would have 
had enough. If you don’t care about me, care about youl 
son and the baby.” 
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bout all of you.” 
_ She put her arms around his waist. “Then don’t throw 


could understand, but I can’t understand this. Because 
even if you win, what have you won? Apollo’s still gone. 
Why can’t you change your way of thinking? Everyone 
else does.” 

_ They were at the same impasse they had reached many 
ti imes before: the big why. 


what I am. That’s what you married. We can’t change 


he inside.” 
She felt so frustrated that she wanted to scream, but 
Be was afraid she might not be able to stop. Calm down, 


the most important part. You even love his stubbornness. 
_ “But you can’t win. You’ve seen what he can do. You’ ve 
read what the papers say. Everyone thinks it’s suicide.” 
Rocky wondered what had happened to the even money 
dds the sportscaster had mentioned at the gym. Pretty 
soon he’d be accused of being a lemming. 
if “No, I can’t beat Drago on speed, on power, on noth- 
ing, Adrian. The only thing I can do is take everything 
he ’s got and ask for more. "Cause to beat me he’s gonna 
“he to kill me and to do that he has to have the heart to 
‘stand in front of me—to do that he has to be willing to 
d ie himself. Is he?” 
Rocky threw the last trophy into the box. It shattered. 
4 tocky stalked out of the room. 
_ Adrian picked the pieces of the trophy out of the box 
and put them back together, her hands shaking. They 
f ormed the figure of a boxer, his arms cocked in the ready 
‘position. 


tl he morning, but Rocky Junior was wide awake. Rocky 
was dressed in a suit with an overcoat draped on his arm. 
1 cine clothes. 

» “Are you scared?” Rocky Junior asked. 

‘ae “No. 39 

_ “Maybe a little?” 
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it t all away. Before there were reasons for fighting that I 


“Cause I’m a fighter. I didn’t ask to be one, but that’s _ 


what we really are. You can change the outside, ne not 


i i Rocky sat at the edge of his son’s bed. It was early in 
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e put his hands on her shoulders. “I do care. I care 


she thought, use logic, reasoning. You love him. That’s _ 
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“The truth is, sometimes I get scared, and I’m so beat 
up and tired that I’m hoping the other guy knocks me oui! 
so it will all go away. But there’s another part of me that's 
not scared, that wants to go another round, ’cause going 
that one more round when you don’t think you can in 
what will make the difference in your life.” He stroked 
his son’s head. He had fine, soft hair like his mother 
“When you get older you might need to do something that 
everybody else thinks is wrong. But it’ll be right for you 
And you've got to do it. Understand?” 

Rocky Junior nodded. 

“And remember, Daddy loves you more than anything 
in the world. Always remember that, okay?” 

“Okay.” - 

Rocky Junior fought back his tears as he hugged his 

father. 


Adrian was waiting for him at the bottom of the stairs 

“Well, I guess this is it,” Rocky said. 

“I can't make you stay?” 

Rocky slowly shook his head no, then pulled her into 
his arms and kissed her. She didn’t want to let go. She 
wanted him here where he belonged. 

_ Paulie yelled from the driveway, “C’mon! The meter's 
running.” 

“T love you,” Rocky said. 

“Oh, Rocky, don’t go. Please don’t.” 

“Remember, once I told you I’d never ask you to stop 
being a woman. Don’t ask me to stop being a man.” 

The look on his face told her she was defeated. No 
amount of pleading would make any difference. She didn’ 
want his last memory of her to include tears streaminy 
_ down her cheeks. 

“I love you, too,” she said bravely. 

They walked out of the house, down to the waitiny 
limousine. Paulie finished arguing with the driver about 
the luggage, telling him to be careful with the plaid ones 
because they were his. He walked over to his sister and 
kissed her, then got into the limo. 

Rocky kissed Adrian again and followed Paulie into 
the car. , 
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She watched the limo drive into the early morning mist. 
e gate opened and closed. They were gone. 

All Adrian could think of was the broken statuette of 
e boxer. : ; : 
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| 
Chapter 16 


The massive 747 banked and came in low over the city 
of Leningrad on its descent into the airport. Rocky looked 
out the window. He had a good view of the city. Before 
leaving the States he had read up on it. It was built by 
Peter the Great and originally named after him: St. Peters- 
burg. Later it was calied Petrograd and now Leningrad. 
Rocky could see the sunlight glistening off the ice on the 
great Neva river. The city was surrounded by the many 

- arms of the Neva. It was one of the youngest of the world’s 
- great cities. Also one of the farthest north, situated at 
approximately the same latitude as Anchorage, Alaska. 

Paulie looked over Rocky’s shoulder. It looked cold 
down there. Some of the buildings seemed to have gold 
domes. Paulie didn’t know it, but he was looking at some 
of the most historic buildings in Russia: the Smolny mon- 
astery, The Peter and Paul Fortress, St. Isaac’s Cathedral, 
the Church of the Saviour-of-the-Spilled-Blood. It just 
looked damned cold to him. And he was right—1it was 
cold. 

i Duke saw the snow and ice, too. This was no place 
for a boy from Georgia. Of course, Philadelphia hadn’t 
seemed that hospitable when he had first moved there, 
so he would keep an open mind. An eerie feeling crept 
through him as he realized that this must have been how 

_ Drago and his wife felt when they landed in New York. 
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Imost felt sympathy for them until he thought of 
\pollo. : 4 

_ When they got off the plane they were immediately 
greeted by a pair of government officials who bore a strik- 
ing resemblance, in tone if not in visage, to Holmes and 
Griffin. Rocky and Paulie joked about it, but neither of 
the officials laughed. Rocky had changed out of his suit 
in Europe and was now wearing a short, heavy jacket. : 
He looked like what he was going to be: a working man 
practicing his craft. Paulie was wearing a thick, worn 
insulated jacket with the words “National Rifle Associ- 
ation” and a flag embroidered on the back. As soon as 

the cold blasted him he put on a pair of dirty white ear- 
muffs, quickly sheltering them with a Philadelphia Eagles 
wool watch cap. Duke shivered under his heavy sheepskin 
jacket. 

_ “This is Russia, huh?” Paulie pondered in his own inim- 
itable way. “It don’t look so tough to me.” 

_ “It better be Russia. ’'m tired of planes,” Rocky said, 
giving Paulie a closer inspection. “You swiped Adrian’s 
rmuifs, didn’t you?” 

“They look better on me,” Paulie said defensively. 

“You just put °em on and they already look dirty.” 

_ Paulie took them off and looked at them. Rocky was 
‘right. What had happened? Hell, dirty or clean, they were 
warm. He put them back on. 

_ “How you feeling, Duke?” % 

a “Good, Rocky, but cold, man.” 

_. The officials led them through an exit where they were ~ 
_ greeted by more officials: standing by a highly polished 

__ black Mercedes with a staff flag of some kind flying from 
the fender on the driver’s side. 3 

_ The most official-looking of the officials stepped for- 

_ ward. : / 

_ “Mr. Balboa?” he inquired. | 

Paulie almost burst out laughing. Who were they 

- expecting? There weren’t that many people trying to get 
into Russia. | 

_. Rocky merely said, “Yeah.” Le : 
“We will take you to your quarters now. Your bags will 

_ be brought after they have been cleared. Please get in.” 
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. “Guy founds like Dracula’s brother,’ ’ Paulie whispered 
to Rocky. 
| An assistant opened the back car door. Rocky and 
company climbed in. 
Hello, Mother Russia. 


The car circled the city and continued into the white 
countryside, snow and more snow with an occasional bare 
tree sticking up like a desolate angel. Finally they turned 

_off the road and pulled up to a farmhouse with an adjacent 
barn. Isolated didn’t begin to describe the place, Duke 
thought. A second car immediately parked behind them, 
but nobody got out of it. ; 

After they left their car the official proudly swung his 
arm in a gesture encompassing both buildings. “Like you 
requested, yes?” 

Rocky nodded. 

Paulie’s eyes bugged out. “You asked for this dump?” 

“Yeah,” Rocky answered. 

“Why? You plan on growing potatoes or something” 

“T just wanna be away from things.” 

“What a depressing vacation,” Paulie groaned. He had 
a premonition that this was a free trip he was really going 
to pay for. 

“The equipment you requested is in the barn”— the 
official pointed to the right—‘‘this way.” 
Paulie was thankful for the directions. Both buildings 
looked like barns to him. 
As they walked to the barn’ Rocky asked the official 
about the two men seated in the car. 
“They are assigned to you,” the official said smuply, 
“as official chaperons. Where you go, they go. Itis okay?” 
Rocky shrugged acceptance. He wasn’t going any 
where for a while. If they wanted to freeze in a car, le! 
them. 
The assistant opened the barn door and the men entcred 
Rocky didn’t know what he had been expecting, |i 
it was a little more than this. This was just a barn. There 
had been no attempt to renovate it into a training gym 
They had merely hung up a heavy bag, a speed bag, ut! 
a double end bag. The air inside was stagnant and oppie® 
sive, still tainted with the smell of livestock and thei 


130 


iscards. The floor had been swept, but not well. You 
could still gather up enough hay to make a bale. Shafts 


“mination. 

_ “Pm having a bad dream,” Paulie groaned. This was 
Vv orse than being cleaned out in Las Vegas. 

bi ; “It’s okay?” the official asked. 

q ' _ “We need more light,” Duke said. 


a rabbit out of his hat, flicked a switch on the wall beside 
hi im. Naked light bulbs were strung along the interior 
perimeter of the barn like a string of bizarre Christmas 
| lights. They glowed brightly. In total light the barn looked 
worse. 


Bs 


_ “Very modern, yes?” the official beamed. 

“It’s okay,” Rocky said. 

” _ ‘Okay for a retarded reindeer,” Paulie commented. 
“This is beneath human o Putas here. Complain, will 

ya? We’ll crack out of here.” 

_ Rocky ignored him as he Loninucd to inspect the barn. 

] “When do the sparring partners get here?” Duke asked. 

4 ay do not understand. We provide no sparring part- 

ners.’ 

_ “We were supposed to have them,” Duke pushed. 

“This I don’t know, but you have everything I have 

be en instructed to provide. We are done, yes?” The offi- 

pial looked questioningly at Rocky. 

- “Yeah.” 


with ya, but I might lose control.” 

| “We don’t need it.” Rocky’s voice was firm. 

_ They left the barn and walked toward the house. The 
Wo secret service men still sat in the car, silently watching 
ve rything. Rocky locked eyes momentarily with the one 
1 1 the driver’s seat. It was like trying to stare down 
qulie’ S robot. Rocky continued toward the house. 


They had been assigned a caretaker, odor and a 
Du sekeeper, Anna. They were both in their fifties, 
‘ie ondly, and courteous. The house itself was more com- 
rtable and spacious than it appeared from the outside. 
veryone had his own bedroom; there was an interior 
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: of light from high ventilation windows provided dim illu- — 


_ The official smiled proudly and, like a magician pulling , 


' ‘What about sparring?” Paulie asked. “I mean, Vd we | 


! 
| 
| 
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bathroom with a tub but no shower. 

Their luggage arrived and was put in their rooms. His 
duties completed, the official and his assistant left. But 
the secret service car remained, an ominous shadow agains} 
the pristine white snow. 


When Rocky stepped outside the house he was in a 
_ sweat suit covered by his heavy jacket, and he wore heavy 
duty work boots. The secret service men were standing 
by their car. Paulie and Duke reluctantly stepped out into 
the cold air. Paulie looked at the men by the car. 

“Don’t those bums ever get tired?” Paulie asked. 

__“They’re just doing their job.” Rocky turned to Duke 
“We better get started.” 

He began to jog down the roadway. 

“Start what?” Paulie was confused. “No sparring, no 
nothing. How can he train like this?” 

“’Cause what he’s gotta train don’t need sparring. He's 
gotta train what’s in here”—Duke thumped his heart will) 
a mitten hand—“to not care.” : ; 

The secret service car followed Rocky down the road 
way keeping the same steady pace he did. 


Paulie slept by the fireplace, headphones from a port 
able cassette player straddling his head, the music blariny 
into his unconscious ears. Anna had turned out to be 
great cook. Her first meal had begun with an assortment 
of hot and cold hors d’oeuvres—smoked and pickled fis!), 
caviar, vegetable and meat salads—followed by solianhu 
soup and a main course of baked salmon, and concludiny 
with huge dishes of ice cream. Paulie had been in pip 
heaven. Anna considered his heavy snores high praise 

Duke played a silent game of chess with Fyodor. In « 
half hour neither had spoken more than two words, the 
were so intent on the game. Fyodor was checked now 
and pondering how to get out of it. He slid his piece int 
a new position. Duke smiled and made his final move. 
trapping Fyodor with his queen. : 

“Checkmate, friend.” Duke smiled. 

Fyodor gave a friendly shake of his head and returned 
the smile. ; 

Duke looked at the closed door of Rocky’s bedrowr) 
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: Rocky snipped off a length of tape and applied it to” 


_ Adrian’ S picture, which he was holding against the mirror : 


_ over his sink. He did the same with Rocky Junior’s pic- 
_ ture. Then he taped a picture of their house next to the , 
a _ other two. He looked fondly at the three pictures crowded 
_ in the upper right corner of the mirror. He picked up a_ 
a fourth photograph. His face turned grim. He taped the 
_ picture in the upper left corner of the mirror. It was Drago. 
Someone knocked on his door. Rocky opened it. Duke 
leaned in. | 

“Rock, can I come in?” 

“Sure.” 

_ Duke entered the room. He immediately noticed the 
photographs, but he didn’t mention them. 

“Some weather up here.” 

“Yeah,” Rocky agreed. 

“But for what you got to do it’s good. Toughen ya up.” 
Rocky went to the window and stared out. It was 
bvious that he had other things on his mind. 

__ “Ijust wanna say I know you gotta do ’most everything 
‘alone up here, and we’ll let you be,” Duke continued. 
“But I wanna say that you being here IS no accident. 
:: verything has a reason—good or bad, it has a reason. 
Apolio was like my little brother. I raised him, and when 
bh le died a big part of me died. Now you’re the one who’s 
g gonna keep his spirit alive; you’re the one who’s gonna 
n nake sure he didn’t die for nothing. The hell you gotta 
go through will be harder than anything you ever dreamed, 
uM in the end I know you'll be the one standing.” 

_ Except for the eulogy it was the longest speech Duke 
had ever made. He felt self-conscious but glad that he 
had said it. 

_ Rocky turned from the window and smiled, but then 
his vision slid over to the photograph of Drago and the 
$mile vanished. 


ih Rocky’s training was as hues and as arduous as the 
land that surrounded him. He became a familiar figure to 
it 1c neighboring farmers as he ran across the barren flat- 
lands. The secret service car always followed him. It 
ame as tiring for them as it was for Rocky. The weather ~ 
bitter cold, and gusts of wind would rip through him 
ke small knives. He understood how this land had 


‘| 133 


smashed the Nazi army during World War II. It was a 
tough land that gave birth to tough people. Being tough 
was the only way they could survive. His respect for the 
people he encountered during his daily runs grew just as 
_ Steadily as his body was hardening. 


Ludmilla watched Drago running on a treadmill in the 
sterile confines of his gym. Rimsky and Koloff were con- 
fident, but she had been reading the daily reports of 
Rocky’s activities, and they worried her. He seemed to 
be drawing his strength from the land while Drago was 
being directed further into scientific technology. 


Rocky chopped away at the tree. Each swing of the 
ax sent chips of wood flying. Despite the cold, sweat 
flowed freely down his face. The secret service men 
slapped their arms across their chests to keep warm. Rocky 
continued to swing relentlessly, each ax blow biting deeper 
into the tree. The secret service men thought he was crazy, 
but every day they continued their surveillance of him 
their respect for him grew. He became their crazy man. 

Rocky circled the tree and started chopping from the 
_ other side. The chips started to pile up on the snow around 
the tree as the ax continued to swing in a steady, deter- 
mined rhythm. Finally the tree started to groan. Rocky 
lowered his ax and pushed the tree gently with one hand. 
The tree toppied, sending up an explosion of snow. The 
secret service men went up to Rocky and introduced 
themselves. The tall one was Anton, the fat one was Leo. 
Rocky took off his gloves and they shook hands. 


Paulie didn’t like the beer in Russia at all. You had to 
open four cases before you found a bottle that wasn’t flat. 
Fyodor went out and got Paulie a plastic bag of kvass, a 
near beer made by fermenting potatoes. Paulie looked 

‘suspiciously at the cloudy contents of the plastic while 
Fyodor poured some into a glass. He warned Paulie that 
he had never known a foreigner who had developed a 
taste for kvass. Undaunted, Paulie took a mouthful. It 
wasn't bad. It just needed a little kick. Paulie poured some 
vodka into the plastic bag and sloshed the contents around. 
He poured some more into his glass and took another 
swig. He swallowed, grimaced, and coughed. Perfect. 
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F dot ieoked at him in astonishment, then Sued him- 
self a glass. His eyes lit up as he tasted the concoction. — 
Paulie wondered if it was possible to get bananas in Russia 

"during the winter. | 


_ The stones were heavy, but Rocky continued to pick 
‘them up and pile them into an old, formerly horse-drawn 
“sled. After an hour the sled was full. Anton and Leo 
" watched him with avid curiosity. First trees, now this. 

hey didn’t know much about boxing, but they sensed 
hat these were unusual training methods. Rocky hitched 
imself up to the harness and pulled. Nothing. The sled 
as frozen to the spot. Rocky took a deep breath and 
ulled harder, his face turning crimson with the effort. 

There was a cracking sound as the sled broke loose from 
the ice. Straining, Rocky walked forward pulling the 
_ incredibly heavy sled behind him. 


4 A log fire glowed in the corner of the barn. Rocky 


with each blow. The log fire turned the barn into a sweat- 
box. A right, a left, a right. Duke hung on as blow after 
_ blow steadily tore into the heavy bag. Both men were 
_ perspiring freely, but neither of them seemed to notice it. 


- The hill loomed in front of Rocky like a minor moun- 
n. It was about a hundred yards high and pitched at a 
rty-five degree angle. Rocky’s face was windburned. 
e had formed on his eyebrows and on the strands of 
air that hung beneath his wool cap. He started pulling ~ 
e rock-laden sled up the hill. Each step was agony. His 
muscles felt as if they were going to burst. A quarter of 
the way up the hill he collapsed, and the sled slid back 
o the bottom. Leo and Anton rushed up to Rocky. He 
t up in the snow, looked at the sled, then up at the 
ltop. The secret service men followed his gaze, then 
oked at each other. No way. 


Rocky removed the picture of his house from the mir- 
r and put it in his suitcase. He stared at the photographs 
Adrian and Rocky Junior, then turned off the lamp and 


ounded away at the heavy bag. Duke and the bag bucked 


Drago pulled the padded arms of the Nautilus-type 
- exercise equipment together in front of him. He relaxed 
and let the machine pull his arms apart again. He repeated 
the exercise. Rimsky looked at the computer, carefully 
checking the pulse and blood pressure readouts. Drago's 
_ blond hair was almost invisible Beemst the bleached white 
walls of the gym. 


Rocky strained against the sled harness. His feet were 
slipping in the snow, but he continued to pull, his eyes 
fixed on the hilltop. He was halfway up the hill when his 
legs started to buckle. He gripped the harness tighter and 
struggled to move his legs. They collapsed under him. 
The sled flew down the hill, dragging Rocky after it. He 
looked like a snowball when he landed at the bottom ot! 
the hill. Anton and Leo looked at each other. Maybe. 


Rocky jumped rope, running backward and forward 
while spinning. Duke Kept a careful eye on the stopwatch. 
Rocky went faster and faster. He became a blur. 


Rocky took down the photos of Adrian and Rocky 
Junior. After a last lingering look they joined the picture 
of the house. Rocky shut the suitcase, then returned to 
the mirror. The only photograph left was of Drago. Rocky 
stared at it, his eyes hard and merciless. 


Rocky was back in harness. The sled had passed the 
halfway mark on the hillside. Sweat was blinding Rocky, 
but he continued to pull. He knew where the hilltop was; 
he didn’t have to see it. Step by torturous step he con- 
tinued upward. His lungs were on fire. The cords of his 
neck were bulging like cobras preparing to attack. He shut 
his mind to everything but the next step, then the next 
one. He was inching toward the top. Left foot, right foot. 
It reverberated in his mind like a nursery rhyme. Left 
foot, right foot, turn yourself about. The pain in his mus- 
cles was so intense it was almost pleasurable. Left foot, 
right foot. The sled moved upward with each jerk. Sud- 
denly all sensation left Rocky—no pain, no cold, no fire 
in the lungs. He had passed all those thresholds. Two 
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/hat’s happening? he thought. He ciepeed the harness — 
n id turned around. 

e ‘He was at the top of the hill! He had done it! The secret 
service men looked considerably smaller from his vantage 
soint. He pushed the sled over on its side and sent it 
i imbling down the hill, rocks flying wildly. Anton and 
L 60 started to run back to the car. 

a “‘DRAGOOOCOOOOOOO!” Rocky yelled in a voice loud 
enough to start an earthquake. The yell echoed down the 
mountain as the sled rolled over and over, breaking apart 
until it was just a mass of splintered wood. 

_ Rocky jogged back to the house. Leo and Anton fol- 
lowed at a longer than usual distance. The display with 
. the sled had made them a little nervous. Some of the rocks 
fh ad hit the car. One window was cracked. Maybe Rocky 


As Rocky approached the house, the door opened. 
drian stepped out, beautiful in a fur coat and hat. 

They were stunned by each other’s appearance. Rocky 
ought she was the most gorgeous woman he had ever 
seen. She was startled by the hardened, worn expression 
on his face. For a few seconds they just stared at each 
other. Then Rocky walked to her, almost timidly. 

“T couldn’t stay away any more.’ 

Rocky nodded and moved closer, his expression still 
€ same. 

“T missed you so much,” Adrian contmucd: her voice 
w and gentle. 

“T missed you, too.” 

“I’m with you no matter what.” 

“No matter what?” Rocky asked, his expression sof- 


“No matter what,” she repeated firmly. 

_ He took her in his arms. She seemed so light and frag- 
ile. He tenderly bent down and kissed her. She hugged 
m ferociously. 

_ Leo and Anton observed. 
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Chapter 17 


It snowed in Leningrad on Christmas day. Not the light, 
fluffy kind of snow that children like to play around in— 
this was the heavy kind that piled up on the ground so 
fast that it became hard to walk through. It could ensnar! 
your legs, trap you. This was the kind of snow that had 
broken the back of the German army during World War 
Il. They had laid siege to the city for over nine hundred 
Gays and discovered that they were the ones who were 
captured. By the snow. | 

By evening there were six inches of new snow on the 
ground, but it didn’t deter the people of Leningrad. They 
prided themselves on being a hardy bunch. In fact, they 
prided themselves on a lot of things: their museums, their 
palaces, the more than three hundred bridges that crossed 
the Neva. Other Russians found them downright smug. 
Stalin had hated them. But they survived him, just as they 
had the Germans. They didn’t mind the snow. It was part 
of their heritage. They merely bundled themselves up in 
heavy winter clothing and walked to the newly erected 
sports arena. There was to be a fight between the Russian 
champion and the American champion. They wanted to 
see it. A lot of them wanted to see it. The snow by the 
arena entrance was trampled as flat as freshly cut grass. 
And people were still filing in. 

Inside, the arena was jammed and hot. People were 
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ng on coats and jackets. Most of the spectators were 
ussians. A few third world people were scattered about 
the crowd. Huge posters of Soviet leaders, past and pre- 
sent, hung from the ceiling. Stalin and Kruschev were not 
_ represented. The largest poster was of Lenin. He looked 
_ down on the crowd with a fierce but fatherly expression. 
_ Various flags bearing Soviet symbols hung from the walls. 
_ The largest of these, a massive red flag with the Soviet 
_ hammer and sickle on it, was stretched across the private 
box that contained high Soviet officials including the pre- 
- mier. He looked at the poster of Lenin enviously. He 
hoped he would have that staying power. 
An air of excitement and anticipation emanated from 
' the audience. Russia was not famous for its nightlife and 
_ probably never would be. An event like this would be 
remembered for a long time. The spectators continued to 
pour in. The arena was filled to the point of bursting. 

At ringside it was like a small United Nations. Com- | 
mentators from a variety of countries were present: Japan, 
Nicaragua, England, Germany, France, and, of course, 
the United States and Russia. Z, 
- Halburn and White had drawn the lucky duty of rep- 
_ resenting the U.S.A. They had covered the fight with the 
_ Russian in Las Vegas, so some television executive had 
decided they would have more insight into the fight tonight. 
‘They didn’t argue. It was an assignment commentators 
would kill for. 
- Halburn stared straight into the portable television 
camera. 
“Well, good evening, ladies and gentlemen from around 
the world, and welcome to what will be the most widely 
watched ring battle in history. The Iron Horse, the Italian 
Stallion from America, Rocky Balboa, is taking on the 
Siberian Express, Ivan Drago, in what has been touted 
as a mini-World War III.” : 


Vega finished taping Drago’s hands while Rimsky mas- 
saged his back. Koloff entered the dressing room flanked 
by a KGB agent. He strode over to Drago. Rimsky and 
Vega suddenly found other duties to perform. Koloff was 
alone with Drago. 

“Tonight is the night we have been working toward for 
over twenty years. Your victory will bring us great glory 
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and you will be well rewarded,” Koloff said, genuine 
excitement in his voice. “Disgrace him!” 

Drago silently turned toward the mirror and started 
snapping lightning-fast punches at his reflection. He didn’t 
need Koloff to teil him what to do. He was after destruc- 
tion, not disgrace. 


Rocky’s back and arms were being greased by Paulie. 
The lubricant was shiny and slippery. Rocky’ s face had 
already been greased. Paulie ended by running his slick 
hands around the inside of the waistband of Rocky’s shorts, 
assuring that they wouldn’t rub against his skin. Every 
—djittle advantage counted. 

Adrian opened the door and looked in. 

“It'll be airight,” Rocky assured her. 

“T know it will.” She smiled tightly and left. 

Paulie wiped his hands on a towel. 

“Yo, Rocko—” 

“Yeah.” 

“Listen, I wanna tell you something I never told you,” 
Paulie said earnestly, looking uncomfortable. He seemed 
to be squirming around inside his clothes. “I know [ act 
stupid sometimes and say stupid things, but you give me 
respect....It’s hard to say these things ’cause I’m not 
this way, but if | could unzip myself and step out and be 
somebody else, Pd wanna be you.... You’re all heart, 
Rocko.” ! 

“Thanks, Paulie,” Rocky said tersely. Paulie wasn’t 
the only one for whom the speech had been uncomfort- 
able. 

“Smack this creep’s teeth out, okay?” Paulie added. 

Rocky nodded. 

He left Duke and Paulie and went into ne lavatory. 
They understood. This was a ritual of his. He knelt by 
the commode and tried to pray. Nothing came to mind. 
All he thought of was Apollo being smashed into the mat, 
the whirring noise as the casket was lowered into the 
ground. He didn’t have any thoughts he wanted to 
exchange with God. He stood up and looked into the 
mirror. He wasn’t sure he recognized himself. 


Back at home Rocky Junior and a gang of friends were 
grouped around the television set. They were a pushing, 
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_ Squirming, noisy mass. They were kids. Mrs. Tulio had 
set a bowl of popcorn on the floor and they devoured it 
while they kept their eyes on the television. 

Rocky Junior had the most prominent spot, smack in 
front of the set. 
“Does anybody want to bet?” he asked. 
Shades of Paulie. 


Ringside was a battle of languages as all the commen- 
tators tried to communicate with their audiences. White 
and Halburn, being veteran announcers, had an advan- 
tage—they could really yell. 

“Rumor has it Rocky trained himself for this fight, but 
as strong as he may be his strength is certainly dwarfed 
by Drago’s massiveness.” 

_ White confirmed his partner’s opinion. “Drago’s power 
is without question, as evidenced by the tragedy of Apollo 


size against him most experts have Balboa on the losing 
end. It’s already been noted that this is the most widely 
_ viewed sporting event in recent history, but that’s an 
understatement. Streets here and in America are virtually 
empty.” , 

Suddenly the sounds of booing and whistling drowned 
out the commentary. The crowd was on its feet. Rocky 
waiked down the aisle toward the ring. Duke and Paulie 
flanked him. Security guards surrounded all three. The 
crowd continued to roar its disapproval. 
“One of the fighters—I think—yes, it’s the ex-champ— 
Listen to this crowd!” 

The boos had given way to jeers and crude gestures. 
i, “We knew he wouldn’t be popular, but this-borders on 
_ pure hatred, folks!” Halburn exclaimed. 

Rocky walked through the crowd, his eyes straight 
ahead. If he heard them, he gave no indication. Paulie 
watched him protectively. Rocky just continued walking 
_as if he were in a trance. | 
_“Rocky’s face is like stone. It seems the booing crowd 
has no effect on his concentration.” 

_. Rocky glanced up at the huge red flag hanging from 
the dignitaries’ box. Just by chance the premier was look- 
ng down at him. They locked eyes momentarily. 
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Creed. Balboa may be ready, but with speed, age, and 


Rocky Balboa is making his way down to the ring.... 


“The ex-champ has a look tonight that could burn 
through lead.” 

As Rocky passed Halburn and White and climbed into 
the ring the booing escalated. 

“This crowd sounds insane,” White yelled. 

“It has to be bothering the ex-champ,” Halburn insis- 
ted. 

“If it is, he’s not showing it. I’ve never seen such 
tension at a sporting event.” ) 

Rocky was in his corner limbering up, shaking his mus- 
cles loose. Paulie put a paper sack he was carrying on the 
floor, then climbed up to join Rocky. Duke looked curi- 
ously at the bag, then followed Paulie. 

The arena erupted into more noise, but this time it was 
cheering. Drago walked down the opposite aisle, Rimsky 

and Vega by his side. The crowd went wild. A band sit- 
‘uated below the dignitaries’ box struck up the Russian 
national anthem. Everyone stood up. 

Drago stopped and waited until the music was finished, 
- then continued toward the ring. He was a towering struc- 
ture of confidence. He locked up at the dignitaries’ box 
and gave a slight bow of respect. The premier saluted 
him. Rocky watched Drago’s procession, his eyes tight- 
ening in anticipation. 

Drago climbed into the ring and glared at Rocky as he 
gracefully shook his muscles loose. 

All the sportscasters suddenly came alive, especially 
the Russian commentator. He seemed to be eating his 
microphone. Paulie wondered what he was saying. 

Rocky and Drago paced up and down the ring in their 
robes, glaring at each other like two wild animals. 

“Look at those expressions,” Halburn commented. 
“This is like waiting for a volcano to explode.” 

“Tt sure is.” 

Paulie rubbed the back of Rocky’s robe. — 

“You're going all the way tonight, Rocko.” 

“All the way,” Rocky growled, each word sounding 
fiercer than the preceding one. os 

The spectators at the rear of the arena started to chant. 
As the sound rolled through the audience it gained 
momentum and volume until, when it finally reached the 
ring, it was a tidal wave of noise: DRAGO DRAGO 
DRAGO DRAGO. It continued, wave after wave assault- 
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hant. — 
Drago waved to the crowd and removed his robe. He 
oked like a blond skyscraper. On the corner of his dark 
aroon trunks was the Russian symbol of the hammer 
_and sickle. More cheering. 

_ Rocky bounced up and down on the balls of his foe 


4 of Apollo at Las Vegas. Duke wiped the thought from his 
ind. 

The bell rang. The referee summoned the fighters to 
‘the center of the ring with a wave of his hands. Paulie 

tuck close to Rocky as they walked to the referee. Drago 
dvanced boldly with Rimsky by his side. 

The referee spoke in Russian, but Rocky didn’t need 
n interpreter. He had heard the litany before, sAnaybe too 
fien. 
“Fight clean, break clean—” : 
“Tonight’s your night,” Paulie said, trying to conan 


nce. 

Rocky was impervious to it all. He and Drago were 
oe-to-toe, silently assaulting each other with psycholog- 
ical weapons. If looks could kill... 

_ “Go to a neutral corner after a knockdown.” The ref- 

ree touched their gloves together. “Now fight.” 

_ “Try speaking American,” Paulie said to the uncom- 
rehending referee. 

Drago glared at Rocky. “I will break you.” | 

“Go for it,” Rocky said, his eyes never wavering. _ 

They both continued to stare as they returned to their 


Drago gripped the ropes and did knee bends while Rin 
sky delivered instructions in Russian. From here on in 
_ the only time any of the Russians would use English would 
be when addressing Rocky. 

“The world is watching. You must beat him. You must 
disgrace him!” 

Drago wasn’t listening. Hi eyes searched the ringside 


sitting beside her. She smiled. Drago’s face didn’t change 
E Pe but she knew. 
Rocky twisted his neck, shaking any kinks out, while 
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g the) arena. The walls seemed to reverberate with the : A 


his eyes never leaving the Russian. He reminded Duke | 


he endless chanting that still i down from theaudi- 


audience until he saw Ludmilla. Koloff was once again 


Sa HEROES 


- Paulie loosened the belt of his robe? 


Duke kept chanting in Rocky’s ear: “You’re the man, 
Rock. There’s no better. Do what you came here to do. 


_ Do it. You’re the man....” 


Rocky nodded, his eyes fastened on Adrian sitting in 
her front row seat. Their eyes silently locked for a moment 
that was just theirs. 

Paulie took the robe off Rocky. Underneath he wore 
Apollo’s red, white, and blue trunks in one last tribute to 
the master showman. Duke’s eyes misted over and he 


took a deep breath. The satin trunks gleamed in the bright 


ring lights, a magical, living flag. . 

The crowd roared an angry disapproval. 

“Now we know one thing,” Rocky said. 

“What?” Duke asked. 

“Nobody here is color-blind.” 

Rocky instinctively dropped to one knee and made the 
sign of the cross. 

Across the ring, Drago smirked in disdain. — 

The bell rang. Round one. 

Rocky fired out of his corner determined to take the 
fight immediately to the big Russian, but Drago kept cir- 
cling to the right, flashing stiff jabs that succeeded in 
keeping Rocky off balance. Every time he’d move in for 
the body he’d find Drago’s glove in his face. Rocky was 
connecting, but not as effectively as he wanted. He had 
the feeling Drago was playing cat and mouse with him. 
Suddenly the Russian’s jabs turned into right- and left 
hand bombs. They were landing. Rocky could hear a ring, 
ing sound in his head. He knew he had to do something 
quickly. 

“Rocky comes firing from his corner, but is met with 


_ stiff opposition. The Russian, with his massive reach, is 


keeping the Philly Slugger off balance.” _ 

“Go after him, Rocko!” Paulie screamed from the cor 
ner. 

Rocky went. He leapt up and cracked Drago with 4 
murderous right. A jolt of pleasure ran down Rocky’s arm. 
The Russian merely shrugged it off and smirked. It was 
like a bug splattering on a car window. The crowd roared 
for its hero. ee 

- “Rocky just pulverized Drago with a leaping hook—”’ 

Halburn interrupted. “And Drago just smiled.” 
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4 attacked the Russian with a vengeance. He threw jabs 
4 and combinations, trying to fill the bases and set up a 


ussian was fast. It was like having a redwood tree vanish 

_ before your eyes. 

Adrian felt her stomach twisting into a ioe An omi- 

nous feeling started to flood her. She hoped it didn’t show 

a on her face. 

_. The cheers from the audience grew louder. As if draw- 

ng energy from the rabid crowd, Drago responded with 
powerhouse left jab that caught Rocky off guard and 

taggered him. The Russian instantly followed up with a 

eries of combinations that left Rocky wavering like the 

op of a tree in a storm. 

The spectators jumped to their feet. They sensed blood, 

_ American blood. 

Adrian was standing, too. 

_ “Back up! Back up!” she yelled, but her voice was lost 

in the din of the crowd. 


j Rise 


ven though they knew Rocky couldn’t hear them. 

“Christ, tie him up!” 

“Move! Keep moving!” 

White’s voice was filled with excitement. “Rocky’s hurt! 

e woke up the giant and he’s paying the price!” 

A right connected above Rocky’s eye. Blood spurted, 

hen oozed. 

“He’s cut, too!” 

_ Rocky bobbed and weaved, backpedaled, and circled 

_ sideways, but the Russian was always there, connecting, 

_ connecting. Another right slipped through Rocky’ s bat- 
tered defenses and he floated down to one knee. 

4 _ People started stamping their feet. The arena was 

_ vibrating. 

Rocky stood and took the mandatory eight count. He 

waved to Paulie and Duke that he was all right. 

Drago continued attacking. The knockdown had swept 

the fury from Rocky’s mind. He started boxing Apollo’s 

way. He danced the way he had learned in Los Angeles. 

ss step, step, jab. Step, step, jab. It was like a cassette 


ark. Each second Rocky got stronger. 
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‘The arrogant saul made Rocky lose control. He © 


grand slam home run, but all he was hitting was air. The - 


Paulie and Duke were frantically velline instructions 


playing in his head. Drago’s blows were missing their 


Paulie and Duke nodded to each other in approval. 

Suddenly a hook connected to Rocky’s midsection. - 
The air whooshed out of him. He bent over. Drago cor- 
rected his posture with a right uppercut. Everything was 
blurry to Rocky. His feet seemed to be tangled up. Some- 
body had stopped the music to his dance. Two thunderous 
rights in a row and Rocky hit the canvas. 

Rocky was on his feet by the count of seven, but he 
was dazed. He couldn’t even hear the crowd roaring. 

“Rocky was smashed to the canvas!” 

“But he wants more!” : 

“Rocky! Stay down!” Adrian screamed. 

But he didn’t. He pushed the referee away. 


Rocky Junior couldn’t take his eyes off the television 
set. Was this really happening to his dad? Was this what 
boxing was about? It was horrible. He wanted it to end. 
He wanted his mother and father home. 

“Your dad’s getting smashed,” a friend said quietly. 

Rocky Junior blinked, but the picture didn’t go away. 
It was real, not a nightmare. 


Rimsky motioned to Drago to move in for the kill. He 
did, cutting off Rocky’s ring space with amazing speed, 
attempting to corner him. But Rocky miraculously slipped 
out of the corner and whipped a three-punch combination 
into Drago’s gut. 

“Go, Rocko! Beat his ass!” Paulie was jumping up and 
— down. 

Rocky sidestepped a whistling hook and drove another 
series of body blows into Drago. He was beginning to 
hear the music again. _ 

“Get him!” Adrian yelled. 

Rimsky’s face contorted into an ugly mask as he 
screamed, “Defense, you fool! Defense!” 

The fact that Rocky was not only standing but actually 
landing punches made Drago maniacal. 

“Don’t wait! Attack!” Rimsky screamed, contradicting 
himself. | 

Drago wasn’t listening to him, but he did attack. It was 
as if a flurry of computerized frenzy had been unleashed. 
Drago’s blows landed with deadly accuracy. Rocky thought 
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he was in a fist storm, then he felt nothing. 
: He was on the canvas. It was begining to look familiar 
to him, even through a blood haze. He grabbed a rope 
and pulled himself erect. ) : 
2 “The southpaw is in serious trouble. If they don’t stop 
this, someone’s going to get killed.” 

Adrian ran to Paulie. “Stop it, Paulie!” 

Paulie hesitated, looking at the towel. 

Rocky looked over to his corner and nodded that he 
was all right. He wasn’t, but why make it public? 

Duke looked at Paulie and said, “Don’t!” 


Paulie motioned Adrian back to her seat. 

@ “Destroy him! What’s wrong?” Rimsky continued to 
_ ‘scream. 

3 Drago was trying to comply. He was hitting Rocky with 


everything he had. But Rocky wouldn’t go down! His legs 
buckled and his eyes were glassy, but he wouldn’t go 
down. 
The bell rang. Rocky hadn’t known three minutes could 
be so long. | ae | 

Drago glared at him with undiluted hate. “I will kill 
you!” 
__._ Rocky could barely hear him. Paulie and Duke guided 
_ him to his seat. Duke worked on his eye while Paulie gave 
him water and pulled at his waistband to give him air. 
a “What’s going on out there?” Duke demanded. 
“He’s winning,” Rocky panted. 


Rimsky stood directly in front of his fighter and 
_ harangued him. | 
. “You are not doing as you’re told! He is small! He is 
weak! You are stronger!” : 
Drago nodded, pushed Rimsky out of the way, and 
stared at Rocky. | 
_ Adrian was on the edge of her chair, lost in a vortex 
___ of confusion. It should be stopped, but Rocky didn’t want 
to throw in the towel. She started to rise, reconsidered, 
and sat back down. | 

“Stay in his face,” Duke counseled. “He'll tire out. 
He’s never been burt! You hurt him and you'll take his 
heart. Give him the hurt!” 


Voll 


The bell rang. Round two. 

“There’s the bell for round two of this one-sided bat- 
tle!” 

“Tt will take more than luck for Rocky to survive this 
round,” Halburn said sagely. 

But Rocky whipped out of his corner with renewed 
energy. He couldn’t understand it himself, but it was there. 

He could feel it in his arms and legs. 
“Tear him up!’ Duke encouraged. 

Rocky exploded jabs and hooks into Drago’s body. His 
fists were pounding like perfectly timed pistons. He kept 
digging into Drago’s body, scoring again and again. Star- 
tled, Drago backpedaled. 

The premier’s face showed concern. Automatically, all 
the other dignitaries’ faces showed concern, too. 

Drago launched a counterattack, but Rocky dodged 
the lethal blows and continued to pound away at Drago’s 
~ body. 

“Take his heart, Rocko!” Paulie urged. 

The color was returning to Adrian’s cheeks. 

“Please...” she whispered to herself. 

Rocky continued to charge, but a right hand stopped 
him. He shook it off and bulled ahead. His punches were 
finding their targets. 

“Rocky is tearing holes through the Russian.” 

- Rocky continued to lunge forward, score, and retreat 
before Drago could counterpunch. 

The audience was booing and jeering. It was sweet 
music to Paulie’s ears. 

“Chop him down!” he yelled, his face ecstatic. 

It was almost as if Paulie’s cry gave Drago momentum. 
His punches began to get through and connect. A sharp 
left jab set up a long bomber right. Rocky reeled back, 
exposing a vulnerable solar plexus. Drago’s fists found it 
like homing pigeons. Rocky’s arms dropped. Drago fired 
a series of right-hand bombs that could be heard by the 
people in the back of the arena. Rocky saw so many 
sparks he thought flashbulbs were popping. He couldn’! 
see anything else. He was punching blind, but he was still 
punching. 

“Stay with him!” | 

Duke’s voice seemed like a distant memory to Rocky. 
Even the crowd’s angry chorus seemed to be filtered 
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through a sponge. But Rocky stayed with Drago. He was 
staggering, swaying, bouncing off the ropes, but he was 
staying with him. He was taking Drago’s best and still 
standing. 
“Rocky should be out, but he’s fighting back!” 
Rocky caught the Russian with a sledgehammer right 
__ that opened a gash over the left eye. Now they were both 
_ __ bleeding buckets. | 
a. “Lethal punch after punch. Amazing willpower! The 

Russian is cut! He’s cut!” 

Drago put his glove to his eye, then stared dazed at 

his own blood. He had never seen it before. Nobody had 

_ ever cut him before. He went berserk. He attacked Rocky 

like a wild animal. The sheer number and force of the 

blows drove Rocky back against the ropes. The Russian 

_ continued to pummel Rocky, but he couldn’t put him down. 
_ The slaughter was finally stopped by the bell. 

Drago’s chest was heaving from exhaustion. His face 

__ was twisted by hate. Even Ludmilla found him a fearsome 

sight. 

“Twill kill you. ...” he said very slowly and seriously. 

_ Tell me something new, Rocky thought, then yelled, 
“Drago!” 

The giant fighter glared over his shoulder as he walked 
back to his corner. 
“Yow re bleeding.” 

A subtle change swept over the crowd. The noise was 
as deafening, but the cheers weren’t just for Drago—they 3 
were for the fight and the sheer, brutal competitiveness 
of the two fighters. 


but how much punishment can a human being stand?” 
Duke started patching up the cut again. Paulie wiped 

the sweat and blood from Rocky. 
“You're doing great, Rock, great. I couldn’t do no bet- 
ter, really.” 

“Thanks.” ; 

“He’s cut! Cut bad! You got him worried. You hurt 
m.” Duke’s words came out in rapid-fire fashion. 
But Rocky was beyond words. They meant nothing to 
im anymore. He twisted his head so he could see Adrian. 
It helped. He felt better. 
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_ “Balboa, hurt and tired, took the Russian’s best again, __ 


Vega cursed Rimsky in Spanish for getting in the way 
while the Cuban worked on Drago’s eye. It was a nice, 
dangerous cut. 

“How is my eye?” 

Rimsky ignored the question. To hell with the eye. 

“How can you do this? He is easy for you! To be cut 
by this man is a disgrace.” 

“He fights like an animal. How is my eye?” 

“He is nothing! He is weak!” 
“You are wrong. He is like stone.” 


Halburn and White couldn’t believe the battle they 
were watching. 

- “Rocky may be on the receiving end so far, but he’s 
here to fight. This is shaping up into a personal war, and 
right now it’s anybody’s fight.” 

Duke finished with the eye. “You know what you gotta 
do, so do it, Rock. All the way!” ; 

The bell rang and Rocky stepped into a dream—or a 
nightmare. The rounds went by in a haze. His arms and 
legs were moving by instinct. Sometimes he’d give a punch, 
other times he’d receive. It hardly mattered any more. 
The main thing was to keep going. 

The premier was no longer concerned, he was worried. 

_ Deep furrows creased his wide brow. 

The crowd began to emotionally identify with Rocky. 
They had been battered beyond resistance, yet they had 
resisted. They had been like the tenacious underdog with- 
out enough sense to surrender. They had been what Rocky 
was now. 

Adrian and Ludmiila watched, horrified yet fascinated, 
as their husbands tried to destroy each other. They had 
the same feelings: revulsion and pride. 

Each round brought Rocky more confidence. He was 
still standing and punching. That was the important thing. 
He no longer thought beyond the next blow. Survival was 
ali that mattered. 

Paulie drove himself into a demonic frenzy as he cheered 
Rocky on. He couldn’t stand still. He felt as if high voltage. 
electricity were flowing through his body. Go, Rocko, go. 

Drago couldn’t understand it. Balboa wouldn’t drop. 
After yéars of being told he wasn’t human, Drago had 
finally encountered someone he thought wasn’t human. 
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He continued to land blows, but they seemed to have no 
effect on Balboa. For the first time in his life Drago was 
tired. His arms were logs, his legs concrete pillars. A 
deadly weariness was penetrating to the core of him. He 
had to fight it. — 

_ Rocky dropped his arms momentarily and the Russian 
fired off a right-hand missile that erupted flush on Rocky's 
chin. Rocky staggered back. Drago pounced on him, ham- 
mering with more rights until Rocky was driven into the 
_ mat like a nail. 
j Rocky struggled to his knees and looked up. Drago 
was glaring down at him. Neither man could see the other 
distinctly. 

The referee pushed Drago to a neutral corner. 

One, two, three. It sounded to Rocky as if the referee 
were counting under water. Or maybe Rocky was the one 
who was immersed. He floated up to a standing position 
before the ten count. The referee backed away. Rocky 
immediately charged the Russian. The startled giant backed 
up in wonderment. Rocky pulverized him with a flurry of 
_ hard-hitting combinations. Pain exploded across Drago’s 
face and body. He staggered and fell back against the 
ropes. The bell signaled the end of the round. 

Dazed, Drago walked back to his corner. 

The crowd applauded Rocky as he sank onto his stool. 

“This place is ready to explode! An incredible fight 
with neither man backing off! And Balboa’s bravery is 
actually winning over the crowd.” 

Rocky sat in his corner, his eyes glazed, not focusing. 


_ “What round... what round is it?” 


“The fifteenth! You’re gonna do it. You can win it all. 
One more round!” Duke urged as he attended to Los) S 
wounds. 

A murmuring started that swelled into a chant. But this 
time it was Rocky’s name the crowd was yelling. 
| Adrian turned her head in surprise as she heard the 
~ sound: ROCKY ROCKY ROCKY. 

- Rimsky was incensed. He screamed into his weary 
fighter’s face, “You idiot! I cannot believe this.” 

'“He’s not human.” 

“You had him hurt, you had him down—” 

Ludmilla rushed up to the corner. “Drago! Drago! Are 
you all right?” 
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Drago nodded wearily. 

“Please, you must win!” she aieed: “You must win or 
we all will lose.” 

“| am trying!” 

Koloff pushed Ludmilla out of the way. 

_ “What the hell have you done?” he screamed at Rim- 
sky. “You trained this fool, and he disgraces us!” Koloff 
turned to Drago. “Listen to that, you bastard. Our people 
cheer for him. The world is seeing this, you stupid animal. 
Win! Do you understand? Win!’ 

Koloff slapped Drago’s face. 

Ludmilla backed away. : 

Drago rose slowly from his stool. Koloff suddenly real- 
ized what he had done. The color drained from his face. 
Drago grabbed Koloff by the throat with one hand and 
lifted him off his feet. Koloff’s eyes bulged and his tongue 
popped out as he choked. Drago tightened his grip. 

“No!” Ludmilla screamed. 

Drago threw Koloff away like a piece of garbage. Koloff 
landed on his back. 

“After this fight you are finished!” Koloff gasped and 
looked at Ludmilla. “All of you are finished!” 

Drago ignored him and raised his arms to the Soviet 
premier. 

“I win for me! For me and Ludmilla!” 

Adrian was back at Rocky’s corner. He looked down 
at her with his bruised and swollen face. She thought he 
looked beautiful. 

“Do it, Rocky! Do it! You can! The whole world is 
proud of you! I love you! Do it!” 
- The audience continued to chant: ROCKY ROCKY 
ROCKY. 

“An incredible sight. Rocky’s fighting cota. has won 
the respect of this crowd. Amazing!” 

Duke massaged Rocky’s shoulders. “You're behind on 
points. You gotta knock him out to win. You gotta punch 
and punch till you can’t punch no more. This is your whole 
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life here. Get him now! 


The bell sounded. Round fifteen. 

The crowd was still chanting. The sound echoed off 
the walis of the arena. The Soviet premier’s face reddened 
as the chant bombarded him. 
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The fighters moved to the center of the ring and grudg- 
ingly touched gloves. 
a “I will beat you,” Drago growled, “you bastard!” 
— ~The men touch gloves and prepare for one more brutal 
round. They move cautiously around each other with 
Rocky moving ahead.” 


Rocky Junior and his friends had their eyes fixed on 
the television set. Mrs. Tulio stood behind, another bowl 
of popcorn in her hands forgotten as she watched the 
furious fight. 

“Daddy, go for it!” Rocky Junior yelled. 


4 Drago was raining blows down on Rocky at will. 
| “Rocky is just taking punishment and moving ahead, 
totally exhausted.” | 
The blows continued to come. Rocky huddled in a 
crouch, his arms pulled into his side protectively, his gloves 
__ Sheltering his face. He was being knocked from side to 
side like a heavy bag. He made no attempt to counter- 
punch. He seemed powerless. Drago was turning him into 
his personal punching bag. : 
Paulie and Duke were frantic. “Fight, Rock! What’re 
you waiting for?” 
_ The Soviet premier was smiling now. This was what 
he had come to see. A feeling of relief swept through the 
delegation like a cool breeze. 
Adrian was standing and yelling, “Rocky, hit him! Hit 
him!’ 
_ “It had to happen. Rocky is absolutely exhausted, tak- 
ing punch after punch,” Halburn said sadly. 
“They may have to stop this,’ White added mournfully. 
But the spectators were still with Rocky. The chant 


ROCKY ROCKY. 

_ Rocky continued to absorb punishment, but he showed 
no signs of going down. Drago didn’t know what to do. 
It seemed impossible to knock Balboa down. The grim, 
unrelenting look on Rocky’s face was not the look of a 
defeated man. Rocky began to bore forward. Drago still 
viciously hammered away with long rights, but their power 
as failing. He was having a lot of firsts that night, and 
ow came the ultimate one: fear. Drago began to panic. 
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grew in intensity until it filled the arena: ROCKY ROCKY 


His cruel expression of hatred faltered. 

Rocky knew it was now or never. If he didn’ t go for 
it now, there wouldn’t be another chance. He heard Apollo 
whispering in his ear: The eye of the tiger, man, the eye 
of the tiger. Mickey was on the other side of him: Get 
mad, get mean, get mad! Rocky exploded off his feet with 
a sledgehammer right hook into the Russian’s jaw. Drago 
reeled backwards, his eyes wide with disbelief. Rocky 
jumped on him. Now he was the one dropping the bombs, 
and they were landing. Rocky whipped blow after blow 
into Drago’s midsection. The giant felt a rib cave in. The 
pain was excruciating, but Drago didn’t utter a sound. He 
could take it as well as give it. 

The Russian snapped out a jab that startled Rocky. 
Drago grabbed the opportunity and turned Rocky into a 
corner. He pounded away at Rocky with bone-crushing 
punches. He wanted to break Balboa’s ribs, smash them 
into fine powder. 

Rocky slipped a jab and shot a power right-hander over 
it. Drago was stunned. Rocky followed up with a series 
of jabs that allowed him to get out of the corner. Now 
they were both in the center of the ring, standing toe-to- 
toe, hammering away at each other. All vestiges of the 
science of boxing were gone. They were just two men 
beating on each other. No style, no tricks, just guts and 
stamina. The audience was going insane. 

“Technique is gone, strategy is gone, it’s just head-to- 
head warfare. It’s just who wants it the most!” 

The brutal battle continued. No defense, just a wild 
swinging of punches. Both men were taking what they 
were giving. It couldn’t go on like this much longer. 

Rocky found an opening in Drago’ s solar plexus. He | 
filled it with a series of excruciating left-right combina- 
tions that cracked another of Drago’s ribs. This time a 
groan forced its way out of Drago’s lips. Rocky continued 
to assault the Russian. Drago’s legs began to buckle. 

“Balboa is chopping the Russian down like a tree!” 


In the living room everyone, including Mrs. Tulio, was 
chanting, “Go for it! Go for it! Go for it!” _ 
Rocky Junior’s face was flushed with pride. 
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oe fell back peaiiee the ropes as Rocky continued 
maim him. Drago’s body was a temple of pain. Now 
s bulk seemed to be working against him. He was a 
gger target. Drawing on deep resources he didn’t even 
ow he had, Drago managed to get off the ropes and 
attle back to the center of the ring. But Rocky was 
relentless. Jabs were followed by right hooks. When 
Drago raised his hands to protect his face thunderous 
blows crashed against his injured ribs. His legs didn’t 
seem to work; they wobbled instead of dancing back- 
wards. Rocky lunged forward with a haymaker right that 
_ caught Drago square in the jaw, sending him back into 
the ropes. Another lunge was accompanied by another 
right hand. Drago didn’t know where he was. One last 
right that started in Philadelphia ended against Drago’s 
nose, broke it, and sent him flying through the ropes, 
letting Drago know hwere he was. He was in hell. He 
nded on the floor, flat on his back. He tried to get up 
but collapsed. ~ 

The arena exploded i in joyous celebs en: 

The premier and his contingent HACE OH OUsly exited 
their box. 

Rimsky dropped his towel in disgust nd walked away 
as the crowd surged past him on the way to the ring. 
Ludmilla rushed to her husband, her face horror- 
stricken. Drago was still, his eyes closed. She cradled his 
head in her arms. His eyes slowly opened. 

Adrian was swept up by the crowd as she groped her 
way to the ring. 

“Rocky has done the impossible, and these ce love 
it. It’s absolute pandemonium!” 

Paulie, Duke, and Rocky were jumping up and down 
in the center of the ring hugging one another. 
“Incredible! You’re incredible, man. Look what you 
did! You made history!” Duke yelled in joy. 

Paulie had the paper bag with him. 

“JT been saving this,” he said, taking an American flag 
out of the bag. 

Paulie shook the flag loose. It unfurled, revealing the 
Stars and Stripes. 

_ Adrian forced her way to Rocky. 

“Tm so proud of you.” She kissed him. 
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Paulie draped the American flag over Rocky's shoul- 
ders. 

The fans rushed into the ring and swept Rocky aloft, 
the red, white, and blue glistening on his shoulders. Behind 
him the massive red Soviet flag could be seen. Rocky 
smiled and waved. 

Halburn struggled and pushed his way through the 

‘cheering crowd, the Russian announcer hot on his heels. 
Rocky reached down and took the microphone from Hal- 
burn. 

“Excuse me!” Rocky yeiled. “I wanna say something!” 

The roar of the crowd began to die down as the Russian 
announcer translated what Rocky was saying. 

“When I came here I didn’t know what to expect,” 
Rocky continued. “All I seen is a lotta people hating me 
and I guess I didn’t like you too much neither.” » 

The crowd was stunned into silence. 

“My best friend, Apollo Creed, he once said that peo- 
ple can’t change—you are what you are. He died.” 

Adrian looked up at Rocky, pride glistening in her eyes. 

“Tonight, I seen a lot of changes in here. I seen two 
men tryin’ to kill each other, but I guess that’s better than 
twenty million. So what I’m tryin’ to say to whoever 
wants to listen is... 1 can change, and you can change— 
everybody can change!” 

The crowd cheered, applauded, and roared in unison. 

ROCKY BALBOA! 

CHAMPION OF THE WORLD! 
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